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      THE TICKET

      
      

         Whenever war is spoken of

         I find

         The war that was called Great invades the mind …
         

         Vernon Scannell, ‘The Great War’

      



      
      The battle is over, the War continues. On quiet nights, if the wind is from the east, you can still hear that sinister barrage.
         In the churchyard of Christ the King on Shooters Hill, London SE18, stands the proud milestone: ‘8 miles to London Bridge,
         7 miles to Dartford, 130 miles to Ypres. In defending The Salient our casualties were 90,000 killed, 70,500 missing, 410,000
         wounded.’
      

      
      One week after landing, Walter Butterworth was at Plugstreet, eight miles south of Ypres town. His regiment was attached to
         a battalion of Lancashire Fusiliers to learn the rudiments of trench fighting. The first casualty was Second-Lieutenant Aked,
         a platoon commander in ‘C’ Company, drilled through the head by a sniper. He died where he dropped two hours after entering his first
         trench. Walter was in a front-line fire bay when the news came along. One of the men in his section wondered aloud if they
         shouldn’t do something.
      

      
      ‘Do?’

      
      Walter’s novices looked away from the sarcastic lance-corporal and fiddled with bits of equipment.

      
      ‘Name like that?’ sneered the lance-jack. ‘He had it coming—’ He held his finger to his head and cocked his thumb. ‘—Mister
         Ache ’ead.’
      

      
      The Lancashires sniggered, Walter’s men felt confused. They’d been told to be proud that they were the first Territorials
         to go overseas as a complete division. Walter gulped his tea and found it surprisingly hot and sweet.
      

      
      ‘That’s good,’ he said.

      
      A runner hustled past to rouse the sergeants. The Lancashires spat their wads and handled their weapons expertly in the gathering
         gloom; Walter’s men fumbled and cursed. At the order ‘Stand To Arms’, the trench filled with grumblers. A field-gun coughed
         somewhere behind the German lines and there was a simultaneous explosion about 100 yards to the right of where Walter had
         his eye pressed to a notch in the sandbags. Two Lancashires scampered back from their observation post with their arses in
         the air, to hoots of derision from their comrades. The British artillery, wherever it was, remained quiet.
      

      
      On receiving the order ‘Fire At Will’, Walter released the safety-catch on his rifle and peered through his loophole for a
         target. Ripe, sooty fumes drifted slowly downwind from the crater where the German shell had exploded. Shadows flitted across
         the bumps and hollows of No Man’s Land. Fire at will at what? The battlefield was empty. Walter steadied the stock of his rifle against his cheek and took aim at a clump of weeds. Sixty-three close-fitting parts awaited his command, tip
         of the foresight in line with the backsight. The remembered voice of Sergeant Templeman echoed in his inner ear: ‘Squeeze
         it, lad, don’t jerk it. It’s not a wanking competition.’
      

      
      Walter took aim at what he hoped was a piece of the German parapet and fired. It was just like training. His head cleared
         wonderfully. Then a German ricochet whirred past and he ducked.
      

      
      ‘Dinna shit tha’sen,’ scolded the Lancashire next to him.

      
      A German machine gun opened up and everybody crouched as low as Walter. Bullets thudded into the topmost sandbags of the breastwork
         at 2,000 miles per hour and spent themselves in the muddy sump of the trench bottom. The spent bullets were heavy and wrinkled,
         like fat grey raisins. Walter picked one up when he thought no one was looking. The strafe continued – efficient traverses
         from the German machine-gunners, hectic potting from the British fusiliers – until a flurry of rapid fire announced that the
         snipers on both sides had emptied their magazines to formally end another cramp-inducing shift. The British ‘Stood Down’ and
         posted sentries.
      

      
      Walter lay on compacted mud that night, unable to sleep. His comrades’ elbows and knees jabbed back every time he wriggled
         for a more comfortable position. He had realised that, contrary to his previous inner conviction, he was going to get hit.
         They were all going to get hit. Walter felt for the superstitious nugget in his breast pocket, the machine-gun bullet that
         hadn’t had his name on it. He mourned for the life he’d given to the War, that anonymous life which was now so expendable.
         He thought of Lieutenant Aked and the clumsy lack of ceremony with which his boyish corpse had been despatched to the burial
         plot, straight from his posh school to a watery grave, with barely a mark on his beautiful uniform. Already, Plugstreet Wood was dotted with impromptu British cemeteries.
      

      
      The date was March 6th 1915, and Walter was two weeks away from his 24th birthday. At home, in Hinckley, Leicestershire, he’d
         left a wife, Clara, and a son he’d never seen, Walter Noël Gordon, born on Christmas Day 1914.
      

      
      Great War fact or Great War fiction? Walter is a fact, my grandfather. Plugstreet is a fact, where Walter slept on compacted
         mud on the night of March 6th 1915. The presence of the Lancashire Fusiliers is indisputably historical, as is the manner
         of death of Second-Lieutenant Aked. All these facts are verifiable from written sources. The sarcastic lance-corporal is not.
         I made him up, or borrowed him from someone else’s book. I have had a surfeit of public school types dying tragically on the
         wire. I can no longer suspend my disbelief. Sassoon, Graves and Blunden said it for the subalterns; Manning, Coppard and Richards
         said it for the other ranks. Fiction doesn’t do it for me any more. I have yet to find the Great War book which explains why
         it matters so much, why I still catch myself, when the wind is from the east, listening for the barrage at Ypres?
      

      
      It began in a classroom high on a hill with a distant view of a power-station smokestack. We were reading the War Poets for
         O-level. For the first time in my inky, football-crazed life I was about to be knocked sideways by a work of art: ‘Dulce Et Decorum Est’ by Wilfred Owen. As we read the words aloud, my boy’s store of feelings overflowed without warning. It had to be stopped.
         I choked on the injustice. That night I read all the War Poets in the textbook and learned ‘Dulce Et Decorum Est’ by heart.
      

      
      I identified with Owen’s gassed Englishmen to the extent of an overwhelming pity, but I was also jealous that I had been denied a chance to suffer with them. I was old enough for irony, but the physical impact of Owen’s words went deeper. His
         gassed men had died for me in a straight swap, their future for mine. Death by German phosgene did not diminish them. If England
         was worth fighting for, then ‘Dulce Et Decorum Est Pro Patria Mori’ could not be a lie.
      

      
      That was the year, whenever it was, that books came alive for me. I plundered Dunfermline’s public library for books about
         the Great War, traversed it from the Eastern Front to Caporetto, the Balkans to East Africa. Yet these chapter headings, like
         those on ‘The Genesis Of The Tank’ or ‘The War In The Air’, left my emotions tepid. ‘The Tragedy Of Gallipoli’ offered an
         interesting change of scenery, but I was quick to realise that the real drama, the decisive theatre, was the Western Front.
         I pored over the photographs. It seemed barely conceivable that, within living memory, men had been allowed to do such things
         to each other. It was fascinating to learn what bombs and bullets could do to the human body. I peered into craters full of
         mangled limbs, gawped at tatters blown into high branches.
      

      
      When the Great War books ran out I kept on going, rescuing myself from morbidity with Catcher in the Rye, Down and Out in Paris and London and Lucky Jim. Kerouac and Sartre offered glimpses of further possibilities. I quit the Boy Scouts. At university, wilting under peer pressure,
         I signed up to Pacifism. I neglected my studies and wormed my way on to the student newspaper. The symptoms of trench fever
         lay dormant until I arrived in London to start my first job.
      

      
      I was supposed to be a feature writer on Cosmopolitan magazine, except no one could tell me what a feature was or how to write one. I used to take novels to work to read in the
         lavatory. The highlight of the working day was my lunch-hour ramble around streets named after Western Front trenches. Doorways
         and doorknobs invoked the final exits of unknown heroes. I trod their footsteps. Kerbstones and keystones spoke to me. I walked
         with my neck out, checking pediments and lintels for dates that would refer me back to 1914–1918. None of which was of the
         slightest use at Cosmopolitan, so I was invited to forge my destiny elsewhere.
      

      
      By the time I got married the condition was permanent. Our first holiday as man and wife included a bicycle tour of the British
         war cemeteries of the Ypres Salient. It came as a surprise to my wife to realise she had married a nerd. She should have examined
         my bookshelves more closely. I had come to believe that the Great War defined something ineradicably English about me and
         the family into which I had been born. The psychological mutations wrought on the Western Front had entered the gene pool.
         My somewhat embattled way of looking at the world – the ready assumption of the defensive posture, the instinctive mistrust
         of strangers and ‘authority’ – was the inheritance of trench warfare. Life was short. If anything could go wrong, it would.
         Never trust an officer. Never volunteer. Never welsh. Get your retaliation in first. Keep your head down.
      

      
      These days I earn my living as a news editor. I sit wondering what to say about Rwanda, or Sri Lanka, or the single European
         currency. Every five or ten minutes a squawk box in the ceiling announces the imminent arrival of some new eruption of doom
         or dullness for the hourly bulletins. It’s not a bad job, if you like that sort of thing, which I do. The building where I
         work is surrounded by Great War mementoes, like the inscription on the wall of India House at knee height: ‘1917–1919. American
         Young Men’s Christian Association. This tablet marks the site of Eagle Hut where services to men of the American and Allied
         forces testified to the friendship of the English-speaking peoples.’
      

      
      Was the Eagle Hut one of those places where American and Canadian troops first exchanged their convivial packets of cocaine and cannabis with their British comrades? While their officers
         thronged the panelled bar – the Gaiety Bar – of the Waldorf Hotel across the road? Before falling in, tipsily, for the march
         to Waterloo or Charing Cross stations? Before catching the trains that would take them to the ferries that would take them
         to the trains that would take them to the trenches? Sozzled or sober, did the English-speaking allies pause on leaving the
         Eagle Hut to snatch a glimpse of the chorus girls at the stage door of the Gaiety Theatre …?
      

      
      The Gaiety is a bank today, the severely functional British headquarters of a Wall Street outfit. At the back of the building,
         six storeys above the pavement, stands a chorus of allegorical figures. No one who wasn’t looking for them would know they
         were there: a life-sized Minerva, sworded for the fight; a blindfold Justice, uplifting her scales; a plumptious Maternity,
         nurturing the next generation; and Peace, bearing the palm of prosperity. You have to peer hard to decipher this sisterhood’s
         message: ‘War To Uphold The Right Peace’.
      

      
      From the Aldwych, I head for the River Thames, cutting down through the cobbled communication trench of Savoy Hill to the
         support line of Embankment Gardens, down past the hindmost parts of the Savoy Hotel, musing over the sad life and fast times
         of the actress Billie Carleton, the proto flapper-girl whose taste in diaphanous stage wear made her the favourite pin-up
         of many a front-line dugout. Billie lived out her final months in an apartment in Savoy Court. One night at the end of 1918,
         after returning in the early hours from a ball to celebrate the Armistice, she died in her sleep of a cocaine overdose, setting
         a showbiz trend that was never to go out of style.
      

      
      The Great War memorial on the Embankment was a gift from the people of Belgium in gratitude for Britain taking in 400,000
         Belgian refugees, and for the 1,000,000 British dead and 2,000,000 British wounded which it cost to recoup the Belgian homeland
         from German invasion. In appreciation of this expenditure, a stretch of London pavement was chosen to receive a bronze statue
         of a mother and her children bearing tributary garlands. Justice pointed at a scroll, no doubt emblematic of the Treaty of
         London, of 1839, under which France, Prussia and Britain swore to defend Belgian neutrality. On the other side knelt Honour,
         a knight in armour, St George of course, resting his right hand on a sheathed sword – ready to strike should Justice be betrayed.
         As it was.
      

      
      This monument to British Justice and Honour attracts little attention from the German tourists for whom the Embankment is
         a focus of their London itinerary. This spot, near Cleopatra’s Needle, is where the safari-liveried coaches (Schumacher Reizen,
         Schmidt Touristik) await their passengers’ return from their Thames river cruises. I have occasionally seen furtive couples
         snogging in the shelter of the Belgian monument, but I cannot recall anyone looking at it for its own sake. The stone used
         in its construction was cheap; the passage of years has corroded the details and Honour’s face is entirely eaten away.
      

      
      There’s always something worth watching on the Thames, even if it’s only Westminster’s garbage heading downstream on a raft
         of barges. During the tourist season, Cleopatra’s Needle swarms with young Pomeranians and Prussians taking photographs of
         each other. A plaque beneath one of the obelisk’s watchful sphinxes explains that the scars on the masonry were caused by
         a bomb dropped during the first German air-raid on London on September 4th 1917. Someone, I notice, has attempted to rewrite
         history by scratching out the word ‘German’ and covering it with chewing gum.
      

      
      My wife tells me I shouldn’t take it so personally. She is embarrassed that I bear a personal grudge against the Kaiser and
         all drivers of Volkswagens, Audis, Mercedes, BMWs and Porsches. The individual Germans I know, I like. Why mention the War?
         But this chewing-gum thing …
      

      
      War is bad. Peace is good. But sometimes you have to fight. The Germans broke their promise and invaded Belgium in 1914 because
         it was the most expedient way of attacking France. The French were spoiling for a fight and the British resigned to joining
         them, as per treaty. But in 1914 it was the Germans who had planned most assiduously for war, who had remorselessly trained
         and equipped for it, who exulted the loudest in launching it. Germany fought the Great War to dominate; France fought for
         revenge; Britain fought for Belgium.
      

      
      As an adult, I had to recognise that my Great War obsession put me in the same sad category as fans of the Eurovision Song
         Contest and collectors of beer-bottle labels. I learned to keep quiet at dinner parties. I suspected that I might be working
         towards a Great War book of my own, but had no idea what shape it might take. During a telephone conversation with my widowed
         mother in Leicester, initiated by me to thank her for a gift token that I had spent on another book about the Battle of the
         Somme, she reminded me that my grandad had been there. It was something I had always known, but had somehow forgotten.
      

      
      ‘What did he say?’

      
      ‘He never talked about it. I was too young. By the time the War ended I was the only one at home.’

      
      My mother was talking about the War you grew up in if you were born in 1935 and named after Shirley Temple.

      
      ‘What regiment was he in?’

      
      ‘He was with the Leicesters, I think.’

      
      
      ‘Which battalion?’

      
      ‘Give over,’ said my mother. ‘How on earth should I know?’

      
      A battalion was 1,000 men. At the beginning of the Great War most British infantry regiments consisted of two battalions,
         one of which would be serving at home, the other in the Empire. By the end of the War, some county regiments had raised a
         dozen battalions or more. To stand any chance of finding Walter, I had to know his battalion.
      

      
      ‘I told you,’ said my mother. ‘He didn’t talk about the War. “Get off,” he said. “Girls don’t want to know about that stuff.”’

      
      ‘Didn’t he talk about his pals? Didn’t he go to reunions?’

      
      The 1,000 men in an infantry battalion were divided into four companies under a Captain. Each company was divided into four
         platoons under a Lieutenant or Second-Lieutenant, the subaltern. Each platoon was divided into sections under a Sergeant or
         a Corporal. To find Walter, I needed to know which company he had been in, preferably which platoon. I needed his rank and
         regimental number. Had he been wounded? Had he won any medals?
      

      
      ‘Ask your Uncle Peter,’ said my mother. ‘Ask Uncle Mick. He talked to the boys about it. All I know is, he was at the Somme.’

      
      Of course he was. They were all at the Somme, England’s finest.

      
      ‘What sort of man was he?’

      
      I felt ashamed of my ignorance. How could I have allowed myself to forget my own flesh and blood?

      
      ‘He was a nice man.’

      
      ‘Physically?’

      
      ‘Walter? He was short and round. He was a little, round chap.’

      
      He died when I was six months old. He had worked all his life in a shoe factory and had fathered six children, of whom the first-born – Walter Noël Gordon – died in adulthood of tuberculosis,
         while the last-born – my mother – was named after a Hollywood child star. All that my mother knew of Walter’s military record
         was that he’d been at the Battle of the Somme with the Leicesters. On my next free weekend, I went back to visit Uncle Peter
         in Hinckley.
      

      
      The hard facts consisted of two campaign medals, a miniature leather purse containing a 10-ore coin dated 1901, and a faded
         photograph of a soldier in uniform. These comprised the entirety of the Walter Butterworth Great War Archive. There were no
         letters, no diaries, no documents of any sort. When he died, Walter left nothing behind him in ink except the names of his
         children in the family Bible.
      

      
      The photograph showed Walter as a short, stocky young man in the unadorned uniform of an infantry private – brass buttons,
         no badges, no chevrons. He had a challenging, sceptical look in his eye and a thick head of dark hair. Walter’s forward-leaning
         stance, left arm akimbo, suggested suppressed energy and an inclination to cockiness. Walter’s large-boned wife Clara, my
         grandmother-to-be, was seated alongside the young babe, Walter Noël Gordon. Gordon, as he was always to be known in the family,
         looked about 18 months old, which would date the photograph in the late summer or autumn of 1916. Walter’s face and hands
         were suntanned, Clara’s were not.
      

      
      I weighed Walter’s medals in the palm of my hand. The 1914–1915 Campaign medal was a dull bronze star with crossed swords.
         The 1914–1919 Victory medal felt as heavy as gold and was inscribed, ‘The Great War for Civilization’. I was touching Walter
         for the first time since he’d held me as a baby. His name had been punched into the rim of each medal: L.Cpl Butterworth,
         W. B. 1650, Leics R.
      

      
      
      ‘Do you know which battalion he was in?’

      
      ‘The Fifth,’ said Uncle Peter. ‘Fifth Leicesters. The Fighting Fifth, that were your grandad’s mob.’

      
      ‘Do you know what company?’

      
      Uncle Peter had been in the Army; he knew about divisions and brigades, battalions and companies.

      
      ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘Nowt like that.’

      
      Uncle Peter had stormed ashore with the Marines at Normandy in 1944. He knew a lot about war, but not much about Walter’s.

      
      ‘Did he mention any battles he was in?’ I asked. ‘He was at the Somme.’

      
      ‘He were, yes. Mind you, they was all at the Somme. Biggest battle in history, the Somme. He were at all the big ’uns, your
         grandad.’
      

      
      ‘Was he wounded?’

      
      ‘Oh yes. He showed us the marks on his neck. Hill Sixty: Ypres. He were buried by a shell. They had to dig him out. The whole
         bloody lot of ’em was blown up and buried in the trench.’
      

      
      Ypres. Uncle Peter pronounced it the way Walter must have done: ‘Eep-rez’. Wipers, my arse. As far as the British Army was
         concerned, only those who had fought at Ypres in 1914 were qualified to called it Wipers. Uncle Peter had fought the Germans
         at Ypres in the Second World War.
      

      
      ‘What about the purse?’

      
      Walter must have picked it up on the battlefield, or looted it from a prisoner. Every man wore his lucky charm in battle,
         some amulet or token to ward off the evil chance. Was this Walter’s? Where had he got it? What currency was the ore? What
         was the story?
      

      
      ‘Took it off’n a dead Jerry, I expect,’ said Uncle Peter. ‘He killed a few on ’em, least he said he did. “It were me or the
         other bugger,” that were your grandad’s motto.’
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      I took Walter’s details – Lance-Corporal, Fifth Leicesters, Regimental number 1650 – to the Public Record Office at Kew. If
         Uncle Peter was right and Walter had been wounded at Hill 60, there might be a record of it. I signed a form and was given
         an electronically impregnated swipe card permitting access to a great, air-conditioned reading room.
      

      
      The Public Record Office retains a fraction of the tons of paperwork generated by the Royal Army Medical Corps on the Western
         Front between 1914 and 1918. Whenever a wounded soldier was transferred from one unit to another – from the makeshift Regimental
         Aid Post inside the fighting zone to one of the giant Base Hospitals on the French coast – his details were recorded in an
         Admissions Book, a small sample of which has been preserved. In addition, the Public Record Office holds a scattering of regimental
         medical records comprising the casualty slips and case histories of individual soldiers in individual battalions. Some 6 million
         men served in the British Army during the Great War. All of them received medical attention at some point. Yet partial records
         survive for only five regiments, and complete medical records for only two. The chance of finding the medical records of any
         randomly selected Great War soldier is therefore in the region of 10,000:1. It came as a shock to find Walter Butterworth
         after only twenty minutes.
      

      
      It was an index card issued by Number 6 General Hospital, Expeditionary Force, France:

      
      

         Regiment: 5th. Leicester.

         Regimental Number: 1650.

         Troop, battery or company: D.

         Rank: Pte.

         Name: Butterworth W.B.

         Age: 25.


         Service: 8.

         Service (in Command or in Field Force): 14.

         Disease: G.S.W. foot. Lt.

 Admitted to Hospital: 19/4/16.

          Discharged to Duty: 5/5/16.

         Days under Treatment: 17.

      



      
      It was like shaking hands with him, just the two of us, meeting quietly over the facts. The blood Walter had shed on the battlefield
         was in my veins.
      

      
      ‘G.S.W. foot. Lt.’ Did that mean a ‘light’ gunshot wound to the foot, or a gunshot wound to the ‘left’ foot? And why ‘Pte’?
         Walter’s medals gave his rank as Lance-Corporal.
      

      
      Pinned to the medical records, with a rusty pin which had fused to the documents it held together, was the coarse Field Medical
         Card that Walter had carried from the battlefield. I smelled it reverently and held it up to the light. One of the Reading
         Room’s security cameras twitched inquisitively in my direction. I had read in the newspaper of the sad collector of beer-bottle
         labels who’d been sentenced to a jail term for stealing specimens from Kew’s collection.
      

      
      ‘The reverse is to be used for notes on special cases (history, operations, special treatment or other necessary information);
         also on cases requiring or receiving special treatment during evacuation.’
      

      
      The men used to call this card their ticket – to safety, to clean sheets, to Blighty, perhaps to Death.

      
      ‘The red edged envelope will be used for cases dangerously or severely wounded and who require immediate attention.’

      
      
      I turned the card over in my hands, seeking to absorb something from it, the actualité.
      

      
      ‘If a more detailed history is necessary, a Medical Certificate (A.B. 172) or a Medical Case Sheet (A.F.I. 1237) or other
         statements of case may accompany.’
      

      
      I examined Walter’s ticket for bloodstains or tears. I put it back in the box and took it out again. I didn’t want to see
         it returned to the vaults. I was the one who had searched for it; who had found it; who was uniquely placed to understand
         its significance. Walter’s ticket away from the Western Front was my passport in the opposite direction.
      

      
      I transcribed Walter’s medical records into my notebook and sat dreaming for a few minutes. The presiding deity in my Great
         War pantheon, Siegfried Sassoon, had been usurped. Walter Butterworth was as different from Sig as it was possible for two
         Englishmen to be at the beginning of the twentieth century. Siegfried, with his exotic provenance and thoroughbred profile,
         epitomised the officer-poet. Walter was a wage slave in uniform. Siegfried, at the age of 25, commanded a private income of
         some £500 per annum. Walter was earning 25 shillings for a 60-hour week. It wasn’t their blood that united them, but the fact
         that they were prepared to spill it for England.
      

      
      ‘A label was attached to me,’ says Siegfried of his Field Medical Card. ‘I have kept that label and it is in my left hand
         as I write these words.’
      

      
      ‘These words’, because they were written in Memoirs Of An Infantry Officer, will live for ever. Walter’s song stayed silent, except to his sons.
      

      
      Somewhere in France or Flanders, Walter Butterworth had left his mark, and I was going to find it.

      




      
      
      2

      
      YPRES

      
      

         For her was much accomplished, and she will not forget me, Whose name is Legion …
         

         Edmund Blunden, ‘On Reading that the
Rebuilding of Ypres Approached Completion’

      



      
      After four days at Plugstreet, Walter and the Fifth Leicesters were marched south by a roundabout route to the village of Sailly-sur-la-Lys
         (‘Sally-on-the-Loose’) to be held in reserve for the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, the first full-dress British assault since
         the battles of movement of 1914 had given way to the siege conditions of the trenches. The French did not doubt the determination
         of the British to defend their lines, but did they have the stomach for a real fight?
      

      
      The attack began at 0730 hours on March 10th 1915. A terse artillery bombardment – there weren’t enough shells to stretch
         it to a whole hour – was followed by an infantry charge. With their Indian cohorts setting the pace, the British captured
         all their initial objectives, but faulty communications and indecision of command ensured that the breakthrough was not exploited. The acute shortage of artillery ammunition left the British infantry
         unprotected when the Germans regrouped for counter-attacks. Three days of fighting failed to secure an advance much beyond
         the gains of the first three hours. The final score was 13,000 casualties for the British, 14,000 for the Germans. In footballing
         terms – how else to visualise such crowds of young men? – Neuve Chapelle was a draw. The British had improved their standing
         with the French at the cost, in dead and wounded, of an average home gate for a down-table First Division side.
      

      
      Not finding themselves called upon to fight at Neuve Chapelle, and no one having any more definite use for them, Walter and
         the Fifth Leicesters hung around the back lots of the First Army, digging trenches and getting wet until, on Easter Day 1915,
         they were ordered north to the Salient. Three weeks of marching in circles had brought them back within rifle range of where
         they’d started, and they still hadn’t seen a German.
      

      
      My prime source of facts about Walter’s movements on the Western Front is the semi-official history of his battalion, The Fifth Leicestershire. A record of the 1/5th Battalion the Leicestershire Regiment, T.F., during the War, 1914–1919. The first chapter, covering the Fifth Leicesters’ mobilisation and their six months of training in and around Luton, was
         written by Lieutenant-Colonel C.H. Jones, who commanded the battalion at the beginning of the War. After starting the book,
         and realising how much time it was going to take him to finish it, Jones handed the task to Captain J.D. Hills.
      

      
      In peacetime, Colonel Jones had been a house-master at Leicestershire’s nearest public school, Uppingham. This school on a
         hill, with its distant view of woods and pastures, is gilded by association with the doomed subalterns of Vera Brittain’s classic, Testament of Youth. Colonel Jones invokes these associations explicitly in the way he introduces Captain Hills to his readers:
      

      
      

         … John David Hills, though not twenty [when War was declared], had already seen six years’ service in his school O.T.C., including
            one year as a cadet officer. He surrendered his Oxford Scholarship and what that might have meant in order to join up at once.
            He passed through the battalion from end to end, occupying at various times every possible place: signalling officer, intelligence
            officer, platoon commander, company commander, adjutant, 2nd in command … and when we add that he excelled in every position
            separately and distinctly, and won the admiration and love of all, we may spare him further embarrassment and let the honours
            he has won speak for him.
         

      



      
      By the end of the War, Hills had won the Military Cross and Bar, the Croix de Guerre with bronze star and two Mentions in
         Despatches. His evident closeness to his commanding officer (‘he excelled in every position … and won the admiration and love
         of all’) disqualifies Hills as a completely disinterested analyst of how the Fifth Leicesters were led during the Great War.
         His style – stolid, formulaic, ruthlessly unemotional – reveals the qualities of a successful militarist. Hills accounts for
         every day that the Fifth Leicesters spent on active service, from their arrival at Le Havre on February 27th 1915 (each man
         was given a pair of socks as a welcome present from Queen Mary) to the declaration of the Armistice at the village of Sains
         du Nord on November 11th, 1918. For seekers after Walter Butterworth, Hills’s qualifications are beyond doubt; he began his
         career as a subaltern in ‘D’ Company and was therefore certain to have known Walter by sight if not by name.
      

      
      
      The Fifth Leicesters spent 637 days in trenches during the Great War. The other 717 days were taken up with marching, resting
         or training. The battalion went over the top in full strength on 12 separate occasions. Hills describes each one in sequential
         detail, and refers with similar exactitude to the football matches, athletic tournaments and shooting competitions that the
         Fifth Leicesters played against their brigade and divisional rivals in between battles. In all, Hills mentions by name 351
         officers and other ranks, not counting an additional 79 men whose gallantry awards are listed in an appendix. Nowhere in 375
         pages, including maps and photographs, does he mention Walter Butterworth. In order to qualify for recognition in the battalion
         history, a soldier of the Fifth Leicesters had to be: a) an officer; b) conspicuously brave; c) killed or badly wounded in
         a manner approved of by Captain J.D. Hills.
      

      
      As a unit of a battalion, Walter was invisible. British General Headquarters didn’t fight with battalions, it fought with
         divisions – twelve battalions grouped into three brigades. The Fifth Leicesters were part of the 138th Brigade (Lincs and
         Leics), which was one of the three brigades of the 46th (North Midland) Division. When the Fifth Leicesters finally took possession
         of the Western Front, it was a narrow strip of the sector assigned to the 46th Division, which took me to the hamlet of Wulverghem,
         south of Ypres.
      

      
      In the words of David Lloyd George, the task facing Britain’s part-time soldiers in early 1915 was to hold the sodden trenches
         of Flanders until the volunteers of Lord Kitchener’s armies were ready to take the field. At Wulverghem, the sodden trenches
         were dominated so completely by the Germans – from the top of a hillock known as Spanbroekmoelen (Windmill Hill) – that hardly
         anyone moved on the British side during daylight. The British artillery was so short of ammunition that the batteries attached
         to the 46th Division were rationed to 20 rounds per gun per day. By the middle of May 1915, the allowance had dwindled to two
         rounds per gun per day.
      

      
      The rotation of the two Lincoln and two Leicester battalions of 138th Brigade at Wulverghem was: four days in the front line;
         four days in support; four days in reserve. Each evening, if they were in support, the Leicesters gathered at one of the sector’s
         derelict farms for a hot breakfast, followed by a tot of rum in their tea if they were lucky. As soon as it was fully dark
         they set off. On their first trip to the firing line the priority was ammunition and orders. Food went up in sandbags, each
         containing enough bread, tea, sugar, tobacco and tinned-stuffs for four men. Water was delivered in Shell and Pratt petrol
         tins holding two gallons each. The second trip up the line, and the third if there was time, was for trench materials such
         as wire, corrugated iron, stanchions, sandbags, planks. And chloride of lime for the corpses. When the rain churned everything
         to mud, it could take four hours to complete a round journey that measured less than two miles on the map.
      

      
      The Leicesters’ firing line, half-way up the German-held slope, consisted of isolated posts in excavated shell-holes and sandbag
         breastworks known as ‘grouse butts’. All of them stank horribly, being partly constructed of dead bodies left over from the
         fighting of 1914. French and Belgian dead in red and blue uniforms mouldered in No Man’s Land alongside bundles of khaki and
         field-grey. Bloated cattle and a team of dead horses still tethered to their limber rotted among the thistles and weeds. With
         practice, the Leicesters learned to differentiate the dead of separate species by smell alone. And into this foul sump the
         Germans on the higher ground spilt their own torrents of ordure and filth.
      

      
      The Fifth Leicesters, like the conscientious Territorials they were, beavered away on the outline of a proper trench system.
         They had arrived at Wulverghem to find only one communication trench up to the front line, a filthy ditch called Piccadilly which flooded up to waist height every time it rained. When
         Piccadilly’s sides collapsed, the nocturnal carrying parties were forced over the top and into harassing fire from the fixed
         rifles which the Germans had sighted on all the main British routes. It was dull, dangerous work. Walter was a pack beast
         by night and zombie by day. With each dawn, he and his comrades crept away to sleep, huddling in corners under greatcoats
         or ground-sheets. During their four days in the firing line they had no sleep at all. Nor was there much rest when the Lincolns
         and Leicesters were in ‘Rest’. The officers could ride the few miles into Bailleul for a meal at the Hotel Faucon, or a drink
         at Tina’s Café, or a bath in the semi-derelict asylum. No such civilising influences were available to the men. For the rank
         and file, ‘Divisional Rest’ meant musketry, drill, bomb-throwing practice (with tins of jam instead of grenades) and plenty
         of digging.
      

      
      Most of the farms around Wulverghem, although roofless, were still recognisable as one-time habitations. Cookers Farm was
         closest to the Germans and therefore the most dangerous, followed by Frenchman’s Farm, which housed Battalion HQ, and then
         Pond Farm, where half the reserve Company lived. Furthest back from the front line, on the road into Wulverghem proper, was
         the comparative safety of Packhorse Farm, which housed the Regimental Aid Post and billets for the remainder of the reserve
         Company. ‘This last was also the burying ground for the sector,’ says Hills, ‘and the rendezvous for transport and working
         parties.’
      

      
      Pond Farm was rebuilt after the War and made accessible to pilgrims by a track of awkward right-angles leading to an adjacent
         British cemetery, the wall surrounding which yielded an excellent view of the shallow valley in which the Lincolns and Leicesters
         had been dug in. I orientated myself with the aid of a trench map in Peter Chasseaud’s collection, ‘Topography of Armageddon’. The knoll of Spanbroekmoelen to my left was marked by a tonsure
         of shrubs and trees; Cookers Farm was down to my right; Packhorse Farm was about equidistant to the rear.
      

      
      The pond of Pond Farm was still there, gloomily green, surrounded by pollarded willows, home to a single moody swan. A farmyard
         dog barked at my approach but soon returned to his dusty patch of sunlight. The kitchen garden contained neat rows of beans
         and cabbages. No one stirred, except a man-sized scarecrow hanging by his neck from the beam of the barn door.
      

      
      Walter had been through here, weighed down with gear, alert for any flash or bang from Spanbroekmoelen. He’d had callused
         hands and red eyes and mud in every crevice of his face. I imagined him as one of Wilfred Owen’s men, bent-backed, knock-kneed,
         cursing through slime. ‘There were grids to walk on,’ says Hills, ‘but the slabs had been placed longtitudinally on cross
         runners, and many of us used to slide off into some swampy hole.’
      

      
      Some of them slid off for good. At Packhorse Farm, where the stretcher-bearers had lived, I found another little cemetery.
         Of more than 2,000 British graveyards on the Western Front this one was unique, containing only Leicesters and Lincolns, 27
         of each, men of the 138th Brigade killed in the three months of April-May-June 1915. ‘We lost about two killed and ten wounded
         each tour,’ says Hills, ‘mostly from snipers and stray bullets, for we did not come into actual conflict with the enemy at
         all.’
      

      
      The Territorial Army was sneered at by the Regulars for being windy in battle and sluttish in trenches. The Minister for War,
         Lord Kitchener, conceded that the Terriers might be of some use for Home Defence, but their main use overseas was merely to
         plug gaps. The amateur officers of the 138th Brigade at Wulverghem worked their men hard. By the end of May a new trench called
         Pall Mall had joined Piccadilly as an alternative route for forward communications. Both trenches had been drained and floored
         with duckboards, each had a squad of men assigned to permanent repair and maintenance. On May 28th 1915, the final work of
         beautification was completed when the rotten cows and stinking horses were dragged into a shell hole and cremated. Then, just
         as the Fifth Leicesters were beginning to feel at home, it was time to shift. As summer took hold and the weather improved
         – or grew less bad – the 46th Division was ordered into the Salient proper.
      

      
      After the near-breakthrough at Neuve Chapelle, everyone had been expecting a bigger show at the next opportunity, and it was
         anticipated around Ypres because that was where the British were most under pressure. The Germans had attacked in April with
         that deadly novelty, poison gas. French and Algerian troops had panicked and fled. There was nothing between the Germans and
         the city of Ypres except the half-blind, half-choked survivors of broken regiments. Yet when they reached the limit of their
         own gas cloud the Germans hesitated and the Canadians rushed famously into the breach to hold the line.
      

      
      In after years, when those who returned told of Ypres they conveyed the geography of the Salient by cupping their hands to
         describe a saucer. The city of Ypres lay at the saucer’s flat centre; the Germans held the high ground around the lip; the
         British were in the middle, under fire from three sides. During the Great War, more than 1 million men of all nations were
         killed or wounded in the shallow amphitheatre of the Salient. Withdrawal to a flatter line, the sensible military course for
         the British, had been declared unthinkable. Ypres defended the vital supply lines through the Channel ports which sustained
         the British Army in the field. Ypres was where, after the retreat from Mons in 1914, the old Regular Army had made its stand
         and perished. Too much blood had been shed for Ypres to be abandoned; it would have to be redeemed. The Germans would have to be pushed from the ridges. When the high ground had been cleared, the big punch
         would go in, opening the way for breakthrough. Beyond the German lines lay good galloping country. Big punch. Cavalry charge.
         Onward to Victory. Strategy in a nutshell.
      

  [image: image]

      
      The German gas attack of April 22nd changed all the plans. In the six weeks of fighting that followed, the area of British-held
         ground around Ypres shrank by about two-thirds. By the end of May, the German line of encirclement was less than three miles
         from the city itself. It became known as the Second Battle of Ypres. The British counted it as a stubborn (58,000 casualties)
         defence, the Germans as a missed (47,000 casualties) opportunity. Second Ypres was the baptism of fire of the Territorial
         Army.
      

      
      The Fifth Leicesters marched north on July 1st 1915. As they approached the southern gate of Ypres, the Lille Gate, they turned
         right (Shrapnel Corner) and took an easterly route over the swampy flats towards Zillebeke Lake, a triangular reservoir which
         had been left wrecked and be-slimed by the German bombardment. Passing the lake, and dodging the German machine guns sighted
         on Zillebeke church, the Leicesters reached Maple Copse. By nightfall they were holding the line among the ghostly stumps
         of Sanctuary Wood, where they were strafed every couple of hours by whizz-bangs – so called because the bang of the shell
         exploding was heard only a split second after the whizz of it coming through the air. When the Fifth Leicesters were withdrawn
         to rest after their first tour of duty, Sanctuary Wood had cost them seven men killed and 26 wounded. When the time came to
         return, with the clothes still damp on their backs, they were sent to Hill 60, one of the deadliest contours on the map.
      

      
      Hill 60 was barely as tall as a five-storey building. In any other landscape it would hardly have registered as a distinct
         topographical feature, being comprised mainly of the spoil from an adjacent railway cutting. In the flatlands of Flanders,
         however, Hill 60 offered unrivalled observation for miles around and the British and the Germans fought for it ceaselessly,
         using every means at their disposal. Wherever the opposing lines came close enough – and at Bomb Corner they were within throwing
         range – both sides burrowed towards each other with evil intent.
      

      
      At 1900 hours, July 19th 1915, as the Fifth Leicesters ate their supper on Hill 60, the Royal Engineers blew up 1½ tons of
         explosive under the front-line hamlet of Hooge a couple of miles away. The cloud-scorching flash of the explosion was followed
         by a crashing wave of concussion, under cover of which a battalion of Middlesex stormed forth to occupy the resultant crater.
         Hooge and its château were totally obliterated in the fighting that followed. By the end of the War, it was a signpost in
         the middle of a vast crater field. But in 1920 the road to Menin slowly re-emerged, followed by the shanties of the first returning refugees. Later still
         a British cemetery was added, and a church. Today the road from Ypres to Menin runs broader and straighter and faster than
         ever, so fast that it’s easy to pass through Hooge before recognising it.
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