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FOREWORD



A Splendid Little War is based on fact. In 1919 Britain sent forces from all three Armed Services to Russia, in support of the White armies in their civil war against the Bolshevik armies. Britain also sent military supplies to the value of more than a hundred million pounds – a billion pounds in modern money – to help the White cause. This policy was known as “the Intervention”. It ended in failure. Many British personnel died in Russia or in Russian waters.


The Intervention was a complex affair. In the Baltic, the Royal Navy engaged in sea battles against the Soviet fleet and bombarded positions inland. In the far south, British units fought Bolshevik forces on the shores of the Caspian Sea, as they did in the far north, at Murmansk and Archangel. British troops were sent to Vladivostok, on the Pacific coast. Training units went to the heart of Siberia, to assist Admiral Kolchak’s anti-Bolshevik campaign, and took part in the fighting. At various times, Canadian, American, French, Greek, Japanese and Czech forces were all involved in the conflict. But Britain was by far the biggest actor, and the biggest spender.


The crucial action centred on the White armies in south Russia, where they were hard pressed by the Red armies. In 1919 a couple of R.A.F. squadrons, manned by volunteer aircrews, arrived to help; this provided the theme for the novel. The story it tells is, I believe, true to the history of the Intervention. For greater detail about what is fact and what is fiction, see my Author’s Note at the end of the book.


D.R.
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	Tommy Hopton







Russian Liaison: Count Pierre Borodin


Adjutant: Captain Brazier


Radio and Supplies: Lacey


Lacey’s agent: Henry


Medical: Dr Susan Perry, Sergeant Stevens


Chief Air Mechanic: Flight Sergeant Patterson


Commandant at Beketofka aerodrome: Colonel Davenport


Visiting Officer: Colonel Guy Kenny


Contacts at British Military Mission H.Q.:


Captain Butcher
Captain Stokes


Daddy Maynard’s rescuer: Major Edwardes


IN LONDON


David Lloyd George, Prime Minister


Jonathan Fitzroy, aide to P.M.


Advisory Committee:


Charles Delahaye (Treasury)
Sir Franklyn Fletcher (Foreign Office)
General Stattaford (War Office)
James Weatherby (Home Office)





COMPLETE CHANGE OF SCENERY



1


Bennett had lost the aerodrome.


Embarrassing. Damned embarrassing.


It couldn’t be more than a mile or two away, but the Camel was shaking like a wet dog. Whatever was wrong with the engine resulted in this huge vibration. His compass was a blur. Smoke swirled into the cockpit and made him choke and cough. Something in the engine had probably broken, maybe a piston rod or a cylinder head, Bennett wasn’t terribly au fait with the workings of a rotary engine. It stuttered and threatened to quit. It was throwing oil: his goggles were spattered with the muck. If he ducked his head to avoid the oil he couldn’t see where the Camel was going, and he knew he had to find a field, any field would do. But when he raised his head and searched, the oil spatter got worse and he couldn’t see through the smoke. He could switch off the engine and stop the spray of oil but he knew the Camel would glide like a brick and he hadn’t much height anyway. What he didn’t know was this Camel was old and tired. The squadron always gave a new boy the worst aeroplane. He glimpsed the top of a pine tree racing past. Crash meant fire, he knew that, knew he must be able to get out fast. He looked down to unfasten his seat belt and didn’t see the next pine. It clipped his left wing. The Camel spun. Bennett got flung into a black and spiky forest at a speed that left his wits far behind him, which spared him the knowledge of what he hit and what it did to him. The Camel flew on, sideways, and met a tall oak tree. Birds panicked for half a mile around. Then silence again.
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Butler’s Farm aerodrome was three miles from Epping Forest. The airfield had been hastily built in 1917, when Germany began sending formations of Gotha bombers to raid England, and fighter squadrons were hurried back from France to reassure the frightened civilians. The Gothas couldn’t guarantee to hit any target smaller than a town, and sometimes not even that; and the number they killed would have been less than a hiccup on the daily death toll in the Trenches. But the idea of total war was new and shocking to civilians, and so a squadron of the latest Camels came to Butler’s Farm in Essex. The pilots liked it: London was just down the road. A few enemy machines got shot down in flames while Londoners applauded. The threat receded. The Camels returned to France for what, to everyone’s surprise, turned out to be the last year of the war. Not everyone lived to be surprised: air combat killed several, and a few Camels went out of control and buried themselves and their pilots deep in the mud of the Western Front. It could be a lethal little fighter.


After the Armistice, the surviving pilots flew back to Butler’s Farm and the squadron set about rebuilding. Jeremy Bennett was one of the new boys. Eighteen, tall, captain of rugby and cricket at Lancing, he passed out top at Flying Training. The war was over, but his type was exactly what the new Royal Air Force was looking for.


Now the adjutant couldn’t find him.


He’d taken off two hours ago, so he was probably out of fuel, and phone calls to all the local aerodromes drew a blank. The adjutant had asked a couple of pilots to go up, fly around, make a search. Nothing. It was early March, cold and grey. The day was wearing on. A mist was forming.


Then the adjutant’s phone rang. The police had heard from a farmer who’d seen a plane go overhead, sounding wrong, making smoke. Heading? Sort of north, he’d said. When? Hour ago, maybe hour and a half. Why had he waited so long? Harrowing his field. Finished harrowing, went home, reported it. The adjutant pencilled a cross on a map.


It wasn’t much of a search party – two officers and a sergeant mechanic – but then it wasn’t much of a clue. They took the adjutant’s car, got lost in the lanes but eventually found the farm, and the farmer. “Seemed wrong,” he told them. What sort of wrong? “Well, you know. Sounded bad.” He coughed harshly, to demonstrate. “Worse than that. And I saw smoke, too.” Asked how high it was, he pointed to a flock of crows heading homewards. “Twice as high as them.” They got in the car and drove on.


They were both pilots: Wragge, an Englishman, and Hackett, an Australian. At twenty-two, they were hardened veterans of the air war. They had gone to France in the autumn of 1917 and were lucky enough to have joined a flight whose leader could count up to one. He held up his index finger. “Look after Number One,” he told them. “For Christ’s sake, don’t make the Supreme Sacrifice. That’s not going to win this bloody stupid war. The clown who said it’s noble and honourable to die for your country never knew what it’s like to get a bellyful of incendiary bullets at ten thousand feet. Are you listening? Make the other silly bugger die for his country. Then whizz home, fast. Got it?” They got it. They learned more skills from others, and helped a number of German pilots make the Supreme Sacrifice. They were flight leaders when the war ended, with a reputation for quick and efficient killing. Instead of saying damn and blast, the squadron said wragge and hackett!


That was in France. Now they were sitting in the back of the adjutant’s car, watching the Essex hedgerows go by while the afternoon slipped away; looking for a lost Camel that might be hiding behind that haystack for all they knew. “This is bloody silly,” Hackett said. Just an idle remark. Not serious.


“What was he doing out here?” Wragge asked. It wasn’t really a question. “If it was him.”


“I told him to learn the landmarks. Stay in sight of the aerodrome. Bloody idiot.”


Rain speckled the windscreen. “You get these nasty mists in Essex, sir,” the sergeant said. “Bad for navigation. Fogs, too. Spring up out of nowhere. Mists and fog.” He sucked his teeth.


“I hope you know where you’re going,” Wragge said. “I’m completely lost.”


“Remember that ginger-haired Irishman when we were on the Somme?” Hackett said. “Kelly. Got lost in a fog, flew into a hill, lickety-split. Always in a tearing hurry, Kelly.”


“Not easy to find a hill in France.”


“Well, he was very lost. Why have you stopped, sergeant?”


“Epping Forest, sir. D’you want to go in? It’s big.”


They got out and looked at the forest. Rain flickered through the headlights. Nothing was in leaf; the trees were black and gloomy. “It would take a regiment a week to search that lot,” Wragge said.


Hackett put his chin up and sniffed. “Funny smell.”


“Charcoal,” Wragge said. “It’s a wood. Charcoal burners.”


Hackett kept sniffing. “Smells funny. We’ve come this far. Let’s go and ask the natives. Maybe they saw something.”


The sergeant had an electric lantern. They followed Hackett’s sense of smell, and after a hundred yards they found the oak tree with the Camel wrapped around a fistful of branches. A petrol tank was still dripping. Chunks of hot metal had dropped and started a small fire at the base of the tree and it still glowed, but amazingly the flames had not reached the Camel. It was shattered, but the bits were intact. The cockpit was empty.


They walked in increasing circles and soon found Bennett. He lay with every limb twisted so that they pointed the wrong way. They carried him back to the car. It had a rumble seat, and that seemed the obvious place to put him. It was open to the weather and the rain was hammering down but Bennett didn’t care.


The car jolted up the lane and sent brown bow-waves flying into the dark. “Take it steady,” Wragge told the sergeant. “We don’t want another accident.”


“Bloody awful climate,” Hackett muttered.


“Well, it’s England,” Wragge said. “It’s what we English call a baking hot day in Essex.”


“It’s rained like a bitch every day for a week. Where the hell does it come from?”


“We import it from the Atlantic, old boy. Been doing it for centuries. Steady, reliable, phlegmatic stuff. Very traditional. You Colonials wouldn’t understand.”


The sergeant said, “It’s not like Australia, Mr Hackett. You planning on going back?”


“Back to what? Sheep and cricket? No thanks.”


“Get used to the rain, then,” Wragge said. “Settle down here and breed goldfish. The fun’s over.”


“It was the war to end all wars,” the sergeant said. “Everyone says so.”


“By Christ, I hope not,” Hackett said. He sounded annoyed.
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They delivered the body to the Medical Officer and gave the news to the adjutant, who thanked them. “Don’t thank us, Uncle,” Wragge said. “He killed himself, poor bastard. We just got wet feet.” The adjutant knew better than to argue. He was an ex-cavalry major, aged forty-five, felt like sixty-five in the company of these casual assassins. He reminded them that tonight was Dining-In Night in the Mess, distinguished guest present, look smart, be sharp; and he watched them go. Younger than my sons, he thought, older than Methuselah.


He phoned the Medical Officer and confirmed that Jeremy Meredith Tobias Bennett, aged eighteen, really was dead and not the makings of a practical joke. The Royal Flying Corps had become the Royal Air Force, but it retained its undergraduate humour. Only a week ago, the Egyptian ambassador in London had telephoned him to discuss the proposal by His Majesty King Mahomet to make the squadron honorary members of the Royal Camel Corps, in recognition of its pluck and courage. He was pretty sure that the voice belonged to Flying Officer Dextry. Bloody idiots. Problem was, they hadn’t enough to do. Peace was boring.


The adjutant fished out some papers from his in-tray. Restaurant in Chelsea demanded payment for damages caused by horseplay leading to food-fight. That was “B” Flight. They’d blamed it all on a crowd of American aviators. Self-defence, “B” Flight said … Metropolitan Police were looking for the officers who hired some horses and raced them down Park Lane and up Piccadilly. Probably Hackett’s doing. And somebody’s Camel went and flour-bombed the Brighton Express as it left Waterloo, so now Air Ministry was furious. One flour-bomb actually hit the dining car. Few pilots had that kind of skill. In the margin, the adjutant wrote: Jessop?


The last paper was the worst of all. The accounts for the Officers’ Mess showed a loss of £483, a horribly huge amount. Flying Officer Bellamy was President of the Mess Committee, but he claimed that his predecessor, chap called Champion, must have pocketed the money, lost it at the races, spent it on floozies, who knew what? The trouble was, Champion was dead, got into a spin, made a hole in the heart of Essex. Left a hole in the Mess funds.


The adjutant tossed the papers back in his in-tray. Tomorrow was soon enough. Nothing would change, of course. He’d still be surrounded by bloody idiots.
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The camp at Butler’s Farm was built fast, mainly from Nissen huts. Luckily, part of the airfield had been a cricket field, and the pavilion became the Officers’ Mess. Long yards of creamy linen covered trestle tables. There was much silverware, looted in the final advance when the squadron had occupied an aerodrome suddenly abandoned by the German air force.


Flying Officer Bellamy’s disasters had not yet been made public and he had decided to go out with a bang, if not a cheer. There was a lot of wine. Bellamy knew what the chaps liked: game soup, baked stuffed haddock, roast rib of beef, jam roly-poly with custard, welsh rarebit. No fancy frog names, no mucky sauces. Plenty of mashed potato with the beef. He told the waiters to be ready with second helpings. Bellamy was no good at sums, but he knew the chaps.


Dinner went well.


The C.O. got them to their feet for the loyal toast, and then introduced their distinguished guest.


“A man,” he said, “whose achievements in our recent difference of opinion with the Boche have become a thing of legend, both as a pilot and as a leader. He took air fighting to a new level, as the enemy soon discovered, because invariably he was above them, and shortly afterwards they were descending at a great rate of knots, usually without a tail or a wing.” (Laughter.) “I’m sure everyone here knows his astonishing record. Gentlemen: our guest … Wing Commander J.E.B. Griffin.”


Few fighter pilots were tall. If your head stuck outside the cockpit, it was the equivalent of facing a gale on top of the Alps, which didn’t help eyesight or breathing and exposed you to the enemy’s guns. So nobody was surprised to see that Griffin was short, with broad shoulders. He didn’t look like a hero; but then most heroes look like ploughboys or bricklayers: compact, strong, quiet. The squadron got ready for a few words about how we won and what an honour it had been to serve, and Griffin surprised them all.


“Gentlemen,” he said. “We thought it was all over. But there is still a certain amount of what the infantry calls mopping-up to be done, and I have been asked to lead a new squadron. It seems that our Russian friends need a hand to help put their house in order.”


He took a sip of water and let the rumble of comments subside. Russia? Wore fur hats and had snow on their boots, didn’t they? Russia. Crikey.


“For those of you who are looking for a complete change of scenery, I recommend northern Russia. We have bases at Murmansk and Archangel. They are on or about the Arctic Circle and both need pilots. If you relish a challenge, this is the place for you. The natives are treacherous, and the enemy – the Bolsheviks – are savages. The cold is brutal. Last month a general took his gloves off to pin a medal on a chap, got instant frostbite, and pinned his own fingers instead. Fact.”


They enjoyed that. Griffin allowed himself a small smile.


“You will live in hovels and share them with lice and fleas. No beer, and the vodka is foul. Nothing can stop your engine oil from freezing. Your pay is good but there is absolutely nothing to spend it on except funerals. Yes, north Russia is a challenge.”


They laughed, and applauded. “What’s he playing at?” Wragge asked Hackett, and got a shrug in reply.


“So, if that’s your meat, I can arrange it,” Griffin said. “Meanwhile I shall be leading my squadron to south Russia, down on the shores of the Black Sea. Climate like the French Riviera. Rich farming country – melons as sweet as honey, cherries as big as plums, beefsteaks as thick as thieves. I don’t care for caviare but maybe you do. You’ll have to sing for your supper, of course. The White Army holds the south. The Red Army wants it. General Denikin leads the Whites. Brilliant commander, splendid patriot, and if Russia has any future, the saviour of his nation. Britain has sent him supplies worth millions of pounds. Our task is simple: we help him duff up the enemy, who are a complete rabble, and we escort his march on Moscow. Oh, and by the way: you’ll get paid one grade higher than your rank for doing it.”


A storm of applause. The adjutant looked around and counted Dextry, Jessop, Bellamy, Wragge and Hackett on their feet, cheering. Good. That should thin out the bloody idiots and make his in-tray lighter.
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Two-thirds of the squadron volunteered for south Russia. “I’ll take half,” Griffin told the C.O. “You can keep the drunks and the sex maniacs and the ones who like pulling wings off butterflies.”


“Oh, thanks enormously,” the C.O. said. He began going through the list with a red pencil.


“Is it really true that everyone will get paid above his rank?” the adjutant asked. Griffin nodded. “The only reason I ask,” the adjutant said, “is the squadron hasn’t converted from R.F.C. to R.A.F. ranks. Not totally, that is. Some chaps are captains, some flight lieutenants. What’s the R.A.F. equivalent of a colonel?”


“Don’t know. What matters is each chap gets a bucket of roubles every week.”


“Simpson,” the C.O. said. “Isn’t Simpson the one who wears a corset?” He didn’t wait for an answer. The red pencil thudded through Simpson.


“Roubles, you say,” the adjutant said. “I don’t think we can wait for roubles. Not if you want these officers immediately.” He frowned hard at a mental picture of complex problems. “It’s their Mess bills, you see. I fear they can’t pay them now. In fact I know they can’t.”


Griffin looked him in the eye. Neither man blinked. Each knew that R.A.F. Butler’s Farm wouldn’t have a hope in hell of getting money out of a pilot once he was on his way to south Russia. Each also knew that the red pencil had not yet finished its work. The C.O. became aware of their silence, and he looked up.


“The pity is,” the adjutant said, “sometimes the best pilots owe the most money.”


“How much? To wipe the slate clean?”


The adjutant thought fast. “Five hundred pounds.”


While Griffin wrote a cheque, the C.O. finished his list. “Hackett,” he said. “Australian. Tenacious bugger.” He twirled the red pencil.


“Oh, you’ll like him,” the adjutant said quickly.


“Chuck him in,” Griffin said. “I’ll take him instead of a receipt.” He waved the cheque to dry the ink. “This is War Office money. Cash it fast, before they change their minds about saving the Russian Empire from the Reds. By all reports, the Reds are winning hands down.” He saw the look on the C.O.’s face. “Joke,” he said. “I haven’t the faintest idea who’s winning. A pal of mine at the Foreign Office reckons the Reds are surrounded on all sides by White armies. He’s guessing. Hoping, too, probably. All I know is this bloke Denikin’s running the show in the south and he’s been asking for British squadrons for months.”


“I hope you hammer the Bolsheviks good and hard,” the C.O. said, “After what they did to the Tsar.”


“Dirty work. Mind you, we can’t talk,” Griffin said. “We chopped off the king’s head once. Be sure your chaps are at Air Ministry tomorrow, ten a.m. prompt, drunk or sober. Long journey ahead.”
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Long, slow journey.


Griffin had collected about twenty pilots from the best squadrons. The first plan was to send them by train to somewhere in Greece, probably Salonika, and ship them the rest of the way. They got as far as Calais and were recalled. Nobody knew why. Next plan was to put them on a ship in London docks, a Swedish freighter unloading timber. It had no passenger accommodation. Griffin got on the phone to Air Ministry, who called the Ministry of Shipping, who called the War Office, by which time it was raining so hard the spray was knee-high, and everybody went back to their hotels and unpacked. The train plan was revived and this time they got as far as Paris. But several big avalanches in Austria had closed the line to Salonika and they went to Marseilles instead.


The city was pleasantly sunny in the early spring. Lots of bars, open all day and half the night, unlike the tight-laced pub hours in England. Wine was cheap. On the pilots’ improved pay scales, very cheap. The Marine Landing Officer had his hands full with ships taking troops home to be demobilized, but he managed to find berths for Griffin’s party on a small French liner, got them cheap at short notice. Griffin couldn’t round up his pilots fast enough and the ship sailed. It took the M.L.O. a week to get them on board another vessel, an old Mediterranean ferry that called at Nice, Genoa, Naples and Palermo before it limped into Malta with engine trouble. The captain didn’t trust the Maltese repairs. The ship crawled along the North African coast and finally quit at Alexandria. The captain was Egyptian. He felt at home here.


Griffin was due some luck. A Royal Navy cruiser was about to leave for – thankfully – the Black Sea. The pilots slept four to a cabin. The weather was fine; they lived on deck, playing poker, watching the Aegean Islands drift by, guessing their names, getting them wrong. Past Gallipoli (bloody steep, bloody rocky, you wouldn’t want to attack up there, not with the Turks firing down, what a shambles) and the cruiser didn’t stop at Constantinople, which was on the left while most of Turkey was on the right, very confusing.


After that, the Black Sea turned out to be not at all black. “Red Sea isn’t red, either,” Hackett said. “And the Indian Ocean’s green. I’ve seen it.” That started an argument. It was easy to argue with Hackett and difficult to stop. Prove him wrong, and he said: “Yes, that’s what most people think, but most people have brains fifteen per cent smaller than mine.” He went on, dodging and ducking, slipping and swerving. Angering some, amusing others. It passed the time. There was nothing to look at except the Black Sea. Very boring, the sea. All water. Nobody could understand why the Navy got so excited about it.


Nobody had much to say about Russia because nobody knew much about the Russians. Griffin said the Bolshies needed to be taught a lesson, and that was good enough. There were chaps from all over the British Empire in his squadron, and the Empire was good at keeping the natives in line. None better.
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A major from the British Military Mission to Denikin (D.E.N.M.I.S.) climbed onto a broken packing case that was leaking puttees, khaki, infantry, for the use of, and raised his megaphone. The dockside at Novorossisk was loud with the bangs and whistles of unloading freighters.


“Keep together!” he shouted. “Put your luggage on that wagon. It will be safe. It has an armed guard. Keep together and follow me! Do not speak to any civilians. Beware pickpockets. Do not buy, sell or exchange anything. Ignore all corpses, beggars, prostitutes, Frenchmen and mad dogs. Keep together! Follow me!” He climbed down.


The sky was gloomy grey to the horizon and it leaked bits of rain that stung like hail. The wind was from the north, fierce and cold as charity.


The pilots climbed onto two lorries. Bellamy found himself sitting next to the major. “Somewhat chilly for the time of year, sir,” he said.


“About normal. Gets a damn sight colder. Sea of Azov is still frozen.”


“My goodness.”


“You don’t know where that is, do you?”


“Um … to be brutally honest, no sir.”


“Offshoot of the Black Sea. Between us and the Crimea. Hundred and fifty miles across. Solid ice.”


“Heavens. We were led to expect something more like the French Riviera, sir.”


The major hadn’t smiled since he came to Russia and he saw no reason to start now; but he looked at Bellamy and allowed his eyelids to sink a little. “Russia has two seasons. Too bloody cold and too bloody hot. Who told you that French Riviera twaddle?”


“The C.O., sir. But I’m sure he was misinformed.”


“You’re sure, are you? Congratulations. You’re the only person in this bloody country who’s sure of anything.” Already the major was tired of Bellamy. He looked away.


In the other lorry, Jessop and Wragge were trying to decide whether Novorossisk was a dump or a dead loss. “Look at the mud,” Jessop said. “The place is all mud. The streets are deep in mud. It’s supposed to be the biggest port in these parts and everywhere you look it’s mud.”


“But it’s busy. Crowds of people.”


“All mud-coloured. Maybe that’s what they export: mud.”


“Some of them are waving at us. And cheering. Holding flags. So it’s not a dead loss, is it?”


They waved back. Nothing extravagant. A nod and a smile to the grateful natives.


“I’ve just seen a man eating a slice of mud,” Jessop said. “If it wasn’t that, it was a portion of rhubarb crumble, which seems unlikely, don’t you think?”


The lorries splashed through potholes and delivered them to the Novorossisk headquarters of the British Military Mission, in a requisitioned girls’ school. Servants took their caps and greatcoats, brushed them down as if they were prize stallions, and showed them to the cloakrooms. The washbasins were small and low, but the water was hot and more servants stood by with towels, and bottles of hair lotion from Trumper of Bond Street, and boot-polishing requisites to offer a quick brush-up to such footwear as was less than officer-like. Then to lunch.


The dining-room walls were hung with group photographs of unsmiling girls, immaculately dressed in school uniform. So there had been a time when Novorossisk was not entirely made of mud. A portrait picture of the headmistress, with eyes that could penetrate sheet steel at fifty yards, looked down on the crowd of young men drinking sherry. They were many, and a lot of sherry was going down. Lunch at the Mission was clearly an important occasion.


The airmen joined in. A tall, hawk-nosed flight lieutenant called Oliphant, balding and therefore looking older than his twenty-three years, was sinking his second sherry and looking for a servant with more, when Griffin prodded his ribs. “Spread the word, Olly. I’ve just got orders. We entrain to somewhere called Ekaterinodar this afternoon. Off to the wars! Bloody good, eh?”


Lunch was a leisurely affair and excellent. Nobody seemed in a hurry to get back to work. Each pilot had been seated among the hosts. “We don’t get many visitors,” a chubby captain said. His hair was dark blond, as sleek as beaten gold. He stopped a passing waiter. “Rudyard, my dear fellow … Bring butter. Quantities of butter. And fresh mustard. This mustard is medieval. Now be off with you!” He clapped his hands.


Pilot Officer Maynard watched this. He was nineteen, looked seventeen, shaved twice a week whether he needed it or not. “Is his name really Rudyard?” he asked. It was a safe question.


“It is now. He’s what we call a plenny. We have lots of them. Plennys are Russian prisoners-of-war, deserters mainly, quite safe, they make jolly good servants. This one’s Russian name sounds like someone knitting with barbed wire, so we call him Rudyard. He likes it, he’s a happy man, didn’t like fighting for the Bolos. Bolsheviks,” he said before Maynard could ask. “We call them Bolos. What they call us I don’t know. Never met one. Poisonous lot, by all reports. Eat with their mouths open, I expect. You know the sort.”


“You don’t see much of the Front, I take it,” Hackett said.


The captain looked startled. “Good grief, no. We’re the Supplies Mission. The warriors are all up-country. We make sure the ship unloads its cargo. Once the goods are on the quay they belong to Denikin’s lot. Russian responsibility, not ours. What brings you to Novo, may I ask?”


“We’re Royal Air Force,” Maynard said.


“Pilots.” Hackett pointed to his wings. “We fly.”


“Ah, yes. Balloons. Spotting for the guns.”


“Aeroplanes. Scouts, I hope.”


“Flying machines. How amusing. My advice is, do lots of stunts. The Russians will be tremendously impressed. They admire anything modern enormously. Looping the loop, and so on.”


Hackett breathed deeply and ripped a piece of bread in half. Maynard said: “The docks were awfully busy. Is all that stuff for the Russian troops?”


“So my sergeant tells me. I stay away from there. Can’t speak the language, for a start. I write reports.”


“How amusing,” Hackett said through a mouthful of bread.


“Keeps the general happy,” the captain said. “Thing I learned in France, you can’t have too many good reports. And if I say it myself, I’m jolly good at it. Ah … butter. And mustard. Bully for you, Rudyard. Now be about your business, my boy.”


Griffin had been given a seat at the top table, next to the Mission Commandant, an amiable brigadier who told him he wouldn’t have any trouble with the Russians provided he remembered his status. “Training and maintenance, old chap, that’s what we’re here for. Help the White Russians fight, but stay out of the scrap. Advise but don’t intervene. What’s the name of your outfit?”


“Hasn’t got a name, sir. Just an R.A.F. squadron. Should have a number, but …”


“Better off without one, in my opinion. Put a foot wrong, and some base-wallah in London knows who to blame. Ah, soup.”


Griffin supped his soup. “A squadron’s like a club, sir. Pilots like to belong to something. I know numbers are out, but still … In France, there was an outfit called Hornet Squadron. Stung a lot of Huns.”


“A nickname,” the brigadier said. “Let’s see: bees, wasps, termites. No. You want something Russian. A bird? Charles is our resident birdwatcher. Charles! We need a good Russian bird. Something exciting. No sparrows, no pheasant.”


Charles, a tall, tanned lieutenant, didn’t hesitate. “Goshawks, sir. Goshawks are everywhere.”


“Goshawk has been taken already,” Griffin said.


“Oh. Well, I’ve seen larks, some tawny owls, magpie, and of course great tits in abundance. Very handsome.”


“Great Tit Squadron,” Griffin said. “That’s asking for trouble.”


“Bigger and tougher,” the brigadier told Charles.


“Um … let’s see … golden eagles? They’re all over Russia. No? What about the great bustard? Lots of them on the steppes, although I suppose the name is unfortunate. Might lead to jokes in bad taste.” Charles thought hard. “Doesn’t leave much, I’m afraid.” Then he brightened. “Merlin. I’ve seen merlin. Bird of prey, small but dashing, chases and kills other birds.”


“Merlin Squadron,” Griffin said. “Yes. Merlin Squadron.”


“Thank you, Charles,” the brigadier said. “I’ll put you in for a D.S.O.”


Griffin turned to Oliphant. “The squadron’s got a name. Merlin Squadron. Bird of prey. Like a hawk. Merlin Squadron. Pass it on.”


“Certainly, sir. Good choice.” Oliphant was sitting next to an elderly lieutenant with a faded M.C. ribbon. “We’ve got a name. Merlin Squadron,” he told him. “We’re going to somewhere called Ekaterinodar. Not far, I believe.”


“It’s seventy miles, and it’s over the mountains. Last time I went there the trip took fourteen hours. My advice is: eat hearty.” He signalled a waiter. “More soup for this officer … No dining cars on your train. No heat, no lavatories, broken windows, first class means you might get a seat with springs to poke you in the rump. Plenty of bugs. And plenty of life in the bugs.”


“Seventy miles,” Oliphant said. “Fourteen hours.”


“The mountains are steep, old boy. The locomotive has to take a little rest now and then. If you feel like a walk, get out, stretch your legs, have a pee, pick some flowers. Not yet, of course, too bloody cold for flowers. Travel in this frightful country is a far cry from taking tea on the Brighton Belle.” A waiter poured red wine. “Everything’s a far cry. Cheers.”


Oliphant drank, and finished his soup and got to work on the second bowl. “Ekaterinodar,” he said. “Near the fighting?”


“Hard to say. The war tends to wander about. Tell you one thing: the place is stiff with typhus, smallpox, enteric fever, malaria, influenza, you name it. I wouldn’t linger there, if I were you.”


Oliphant thought the man might be slightly drunk, or perhaps he was inventing these horrors, feeding tall tales to the new boys. He ate a big lunch and he said nothing to Griffin. And then the squadron shook hands and thanked everyone and was trucked to the station, where their train was late and turned out to be even slower and dirtier and colder than the lieutenant had said. The mountains were magnificent but scenic splendour was no substitute for heat.


The pilots spent a bitterly cold and hungry night, and reached Ekaterinodar in time for breakfast. They assembled on the platform, yawning and stamping. Griffin sent Wragge to find the station canteen. He came back, shaking his head. “Bloody awful language,” he said. “Either the Russians don’t eat breakfast, or they do and they’ve eaten it all. Take your pick.”


“Jessop,” Griffin said sharply. “For Christ’s sake stop scratching.”


“I’m being eaten for breakfast, sir,” Jessop said. “The little Russian bastards think I’m bacon and eggs.”


Griffin looked around. All he could see was a wall with signs and posters in a garbled and incoherent alphabet, and a drifting crowd of civilians, rich and poor, carrying what mattered most to them, whether it was a live chicken or a sable overcoat; and bunches of soldiers with faces from a dozen races, all wearing a mix of tired uniforms and all bearing the shut-in defensive look of an army that has been given too many stupid orders and is wary of hearing more.


“No point in standing here looking stupid,” Griffin said. “I’m going to find the H.Q.” He pointed at Hackett. “You’re in command.” They watched him disappear into the crowd. A minute passed.


“We could eat Maynard,” Dextry said. “He’s fresh.”


They looked at Maynard, who frowned hard.


“Not without roast potatoes,” Jessop said. “I couldn’t stomach Maynard without roast spuds.”


“Here’s a funny joke,” Dextry said. “What is a roast potato and six bottles of Guinness?” Nobody cared. “A seven-course meal in Ireland,” he said. Nobody laughed. “I can change the potato to boiled cabbage, if you like.” Nobody spoke. “In that case, you can all go and piss in your hats,” he said.


“Salvation!” Hackett announced. He waved his cap. “Here comes God Almighty.”


A captain wearing a brassard with the letters R.T.O. cut through the mob. He was the Railway Transport Officer. He knew all, commanded all, permitted this, denied that. “Burridge,” he said. “Are you Major Burridge?” He squinted at the unfamiliar badges of rank. “You’re not Burridge.” He made it sound like an accusation.


“Hackett, flight lieutenant. This is Merlin Squadron, R.A.F.”


“No.” He rapped his gloved knuckles on his clipboard. “Got no authority for you. Don’t exist here. What’s your transit priority number?” Fifty yards away, another train was arriving with a screech of brakes and a gush of steam. People rushed towards it; hundreds of people.


Hackett heard the hoarseness in the captain’s throat and saw the weariness in his eyes. This man had been on duty all night and few things had gone right for him. “God knows our number,” Hackett said. “But we’re here, and we need your help.”


“So you say. Without authority …” The clipboard got another rap. “Not my problem.” As he turned to leave, Hackett grabbed him above the elbow. Hackett’s fingers could unscrew a rusty nut from a corroded bolt as if they were opening a jar of jam, and they found a nerve in the captain’s arm. “We’ll go for a walk,” he said gently. “You and me and Wragge.”


The R.T.O. could stand on his dignity as pain flowered down his arm, or he could walk. The pain reached his fingers and he dropped his clipboard. He walked.


The others watched them go. “Fat chance,” Jessop said. “We don’t exist. Starve to death for all he cares.” All around, men were sitting down.


Hackett stopped when the squadron was out of sight. With his free hand he had unbuttoned his greatcoat and opened the flap of his holster and now he took out the revolver. As he released his grip on the R.T.O.’s arm, he raised the gun and tickled him under the chin with it, until the man looked him in the eyes. “Mr Wragge will explain,” he said.


“These men are not soldiers,” Wragge said. “They are intrepid aviators, cavalry of the clouds, knights of the sky. They don’t understand the regulations that are meat and drink to you. They have spent all night in a freezing, stinking, crawling Russian train and now they want breakfast. If I tell them otherwise they will kill you, and then me. Is that reasonable?”


“You’re mad. You’re raving.”


“So we have three options. First, Hackett here could shoot himself. He’s desperate enough. Wouldn’t let you off the hook, though. Second, he could shoot you. The boys would like that.” Now the muzzle was tickling the R.T.O.’s ear. “Please them enormously, that would. Or third, we could shoot that squalid peasant.” He pointed. Hackett used the revolver to turn the R.T.O.’s head.


A family of four squatted on the stone floor. They were like a thousand others: scrawny legs, hopeless faces, barefoot, dressed in tattered sheepskins, everything permanently dirty.


“Go ahead.” The R.T.O.’s voice began to crack under the strain. “Shoot his wife too. And the children, bloody orphans, get rid of them, won’t you?”


“Ah! Talking sense at last!” Hackett said. “Now do we get breakfast?” The R.T.O. nodded. “And transport to the aerodrome?” Another nod. “You tell the boys,” Hackett said. “They’ll love you for it.” He bent down and fired and shot the spur off the R.T.O.’s right boot. The bullet ricocheted off the station floor and sang its way to nowhere special. The R.T.O. stumbled, almost fell, recovered. “That’s bloody idiotic,” he said. Now his voice was stumbling too.


“Of course it is. In France an SE5 squadron near us had a C.O. who did the same thing to some fart just like you. Now you can ride on half a horse, and I can die happy. Lead on.”


Griffin was waiting for them. “Found the H.Q. Locked. Empty.”


“The captain will oblige us,” Hackett said. “Only too willing.”


The R.T.O. took the pilots to a military canteen and stood watching as they drank hot coffee and ate fried-egg sandwiches.


“He changed his tune very smartly,” Oliphant said.


“We found that we went to the same school,” Wragge said. “After that, he couldn’t do enough.”


“We heard a shot. Thought maybe you decided to have him put down.”


“What? Shoot the best slow left-arm spin bowler that St Jennifer’s ever produced? Not cricket, old chap.”


“St Jennifer’s. I didn’t know there was a Saint Jennifer.”


“Not many do. A small school, but with very high standards. You’d never have got in, Olly. Not a hope.”


The R.T.O. came over. “Two lorries,” he said. “Waiting outside. You haven’t heard the last of this.”


“Well, you know where to find us,” Hackett said. “Up in the clouds, duelling with death.” He took the last sandwich and bit into it.


“Have a word with the management,” Wragge told the R.T.O. “Worcester Sauce is what this place needs. Otherwise … well done. Bully for you.”


“My report will go directly to the general.”


“Of course it will. Worcester Sauce. Make a note of it.”
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The Royal College of Embroidery had occupied a building in the centre of Grosvenor Crescent, Belgravia, since 1783. Few Londoners knew it existed; nobody polished the small, discreet nameplate. But the house was only a short cab-ride from all the major offices of state, and on a bright but chilly afternoon in March 1919, men from most of those offices were standing in its Reading Room. They were watching the Prime Minister, the Right Honourable David Lloyd George, who was talking quietly to his chief adviser. As they watched, they were thinking their various thoughts.


Charles Delahaye from the Treasury was thinking about tax. Paying for the war had been relatively easy, you just borrowed from the Americans, who, God knows, were happy to lend. But how was the P.M. going to sell this painfully expensive peace to the people?


General Stattaford from the War Office, six feet two in his socks, was thinking how short the P.M. was. Midgets were taking over the world. Even the Grenadier Guards had lowered their height requirement. Tragic, really. How can you have a short Grenadier?


Sir Franklyn Fletcher, Permanent Private Secretary at the Foreign Office, was thinking the P.M. looked awfully tired. All this rushing back and forth to France for the Peace Conference. Suppose President Wilson had to go back to America, suppose the P.M. went down with this terrible flu which was spreading everywhere – that would leave Clemenceau running the show and then we’re really dans le potage …


James Weatherby, from the Home Office, was thinking Lloyd George looked like a small greengrocer. What did women see in him? The man had all the charm of a walrus and more sex than a goat. The British newspapers were squared, nothing to worry about there, but what if the truth appeared in the foreign Press? The old goat might sue for libel. Weatherby shuddered.


Lloyd George nodded goodbye to them all, and left.


His chief adviser, Jonathan Fitzroy, sixty, was built like a blacksmith, face like a turnip, mind like a razor, and morals of a stoat. Or so people said. He gestured at the armchairs, arranged in a wide circle. For himself he chose a large cane chair. It gave him a height advantage.


“Gentlemen: you probably know each other. However …” He quickly introduced everyone, ending with General Stattaford. “I shouldn’t be here,” the general said. “Forgot my petit-point.” He smiled when they chuckled. One up to the Army.


“An unusual rendezvous, I agree,” Fitzroy said. “We’re here because, first, my sister runs the College, and secondly, it’s completely private. Free from gossip. And that matters because our agenda has only one, very delicate, item: Russia. The Prime Minister feels the public needs to be reassured. Some aspects of our Russian involvement may be causing confusion. It’s a matter of communications. Why are we in Russia? A simple and easily understood message is what the P.M. seeks. He looks to you for help.”


“Two words. Strategic necessity,” General Stattaford said. “Bolsheviks pulled Russia out of the war in the east. Common knowledge. Obviously we had to go in and start it again, otherwise the Boche would hammer us twice as hard in the west. Damn near did, too. Strategic necessity, gentlemen. Any fool can see that.”


“The Foreign Office looks uneasy,” Jonathan Fitzroy said.


“I can see what the general means, but …” Sir Franklyn frowned. “We never actually got the war going again in the east, did we? And anyway, the Armistice changed all that.”


“I don’t know anybody who believes we’re still in Russia because of the German war,” James Weatherby said. “That’s ancient history. Frankly, the Home Office doesn’t give a toss what their Bolsheviks did last year.”


“Doesn’t it? I do,” the general said. “Betrayed the Allies! Made peace with the Hun! Opened their doors, told him to help himself! I call that treachery. Despicable vermin. A lot of good men died on the Western Front, gentlemen, friends of mine, just because the Bolsheviks threw in the towel. If I’d been given my way, the minute the Boche surrendered I’d have ordered them to about-turn and march east and not come back until every Bolshevik was cold meat. You may smile, gentlemen, but if my strategy had been applied, Russia wouldn’t be a problem for us today, would it?”


“I’m not saying the Bolsheviks don’t matter,” Weatherby said patiently. “Far from it. The Home Office is very concerned about Bolshevik interference here. Rioting in Glasgow and Belfast was definitely provoked by Communists. Blood was shed, a few men died. Typical Bolshevik tactics. Destroy from within.”


Silence. Then Jonathan Fitzroy said: “So … is that our advice to the P.M.? We’re in Russia because that’s where the threat comes from?”


“No other country wants to get really involved,” Sir Franklyn said. “Not on Britain’s scale, anyway. Not Italy. France went in and pulled out. America thinks it’s done enough. We’re on our own. It’s rather a lonely crusade, isn’t it?”


“A crusade against an international conspiracy,” James Weatherby said. “Lenin’s own words. Communist world domination.”


“Red tentacles,” the general said helpfully.


“The man in the street wouldn’t know a red tentacle from a black pudding,” Sir Franklyn said. “Britain has fought a lot of foreign wars, some popular, some not, and I can tell you what the man in the street recognizes. It’s victories. Success proves we must be doing right. The best message the P.M. could give the nation is a thumping victory in Russia. Unfortunately …” He raised an eyebrow at Fitzroy.


“A military victory would certainly help,” Fitzroy said. “The pity is, the Bolsheviks seem to be doing rather well. People want to know why. And we don’t need awkward questions asked in the House.”


“Easy,” Stattaford said. “Tell the blighters it’s not in our national interest to give such information.”


“We tried that. The House didn’t like it.”


“Don’t know why. Censorship worked jolly well in wartime.”


“War’s over. In peacetime they want straight answers.”


“So says the Manchester Guardian,” Weatherby said. “Not to mention the Daily Express.”


“Radical rags,” the general muttered.


“You’ve been very silent, Charles,” Fitzroy said. “Does the Treasury have an opinion?”


“The Treasury has seven hundred and fifty-seven million opinions,” Delahaye said. “The Tsar’s government borrowed seven hundred and fifty-seven million pounds from Britain to fight their side of the war. If our troops in Russia can persuade them to pay it back, I’m sure the British taxpayer will express a very heartfelt thank-you.”


“Prospects are poor, I’m afraid. Lenin and Trotsky say they won’t cough up a kopek.”


“Then why are we in Russia?”


Another pause for thought.


“I remember reading a letter to The Times,” Sir Franklyn said. “Something along these lines: If we withdraw our forces now, we should be letting down our loyal Russian friends. We came to their aid once. They need us more than ever now.” He looked around. “Maybe it’s the decent thing to do.”


“Honest broker,” Weatherby said. “That’s us. Hold the ring. Give the real Russians a fair chance. How does that sound?”


“Simple comradeship,” Stattaford said. “Shoulder to shoulder. Guarantee a fair fight.”


Nobody could improve on that. “So we’re doing the decent thing,” Fitzroy said. “I think the P.M. might like that. Thank you, gentlemen. Shall I ring for tea?”
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Seven Sopwith Camels hung in the sky. Suppose a peasant, half a mile below, straightened his back and saw the ragged arrowhead and heard their faraway drone, it would be as meaningless as luck, as irrelevant as flies on a wall. Long before they faded to a tiny blur, he would have gone back to his toil.


Griffin was at the point of the arrowhead. He had almost lost the sense of going somewhere. Nothing changed, nothing moved, except the Russian landscape which drifted backwards like a vast drab carpet being very slowly unrolled, and even that never really changed. Griffin was not a deep thinker. War had discouraged deep thought: waste of time and effort, why strain your brain when it might be dead tomorrow? But now he glanced down at the unrolling carpet, always the same old pattern, grey and brown, the bloody endless Russian steppe, as bleak as the sky, and he couldn’t shake off the foolish thought that this journey could last forever.


It was their fifth hour in the air, and he knew he was dangerously cold. When the R.T.O.’s lorries had taken his squadron to the airfield at Ekaterinodar, he had found seven Camels and a brigadier with fresh orders for him. “Fly your Camels to Beketofka, which is the aerodrome for Tsaritsyn. You can’t miss it. Go east and follow the railway line for six hundred kilometres. There’s a splendid little war going on at Tsaritsyn, you’ll like it.”


“And the rest of my squadron, sir?” Griffin asked.


“Seven Camels is all we have. Your other chaps remain here until we can arrange something. Don’t worry, you’ll get them all.”


Griffin chose six pilots and told them the plan. “Get a good night’s sleep. We’re off tomorrow, after breakfast. Take a toothbrush, that’s all. The lighter your load, the further she’ll fly. So move your bowels too.”


“Six hundred kilometres, sir,” Hackett said. “Camel’s range is two hundred, two-fifty with a big tail wind. Have we got a big tail wind?”


“Full tanks, cruising speed, watch your throttle settings,” Griffin said. “We’ll refuel twice. There are petrol dumps beside the railway.”


“Does each dump have an airfield, sir?” Jessop asked.


“No need. The entire Russian steppe is one long landing ground. That’s what I’m told.”


Nobody crashed, but the steppe was no bowling green, and the Camels bounced hard on landing and rocked like tightrope walkers. The pilots refilled their tanks, emptied their bladders, ate some chocolate, took off and did it all again two hours later.


Griffin checked his watch. Open cockpits were essential, they gave you a good all-round view, but by God you paid for it. Today’s wintry blasts were no worse than usual but five hours of them sucked all the warmth from a man’s body and the cold numbed his mind. Cold could be a killer. After a while it made a pilot shrink inside himself and forget his surroundings, which might be a stalking enemy or a sudden snow-covered hill.


Griffin waggled his wings and they all climbed three hundred feet. Now he had their full attention. Stick forward, into a shallow dive. Nothing as exciting as this had happened since the second refuelling when Jessop took off and nearly hit a passing swan.


Griffin nudged the dive more steeply, and the wind in the wires stopped singing and started howling. A small Russian town drifted into his line of sight. Spectators! Good. The altimeter needle fell through a thousand feet and he let it sink to six hundred before he led the flight back up, stick held firmly against his stomach and his backside pressed into the seat as they soared into a loop. Briefly, he put his head back and looked down at little white faces clustered in the town centre. The Camel escaped from the loop and dived. The white faces scattered. “Don’t panic,” he said aloud. Probably never seen a loop, he thought. Or a Camel. The flight levelled out at three hundred feet and got back on course. Nobody was warm, but nobody was sleepy, either.


Half an hour later, Tsaritsyn came in sight. A spur line took the railway to Beketofka aerodrome. A long train stood in the sidings, with steam up. There were canvas hangars, a windsock, several huts and sheds, a tented encampment, three lines of aircraft. A field next to the aerodrome was full of a cavalry camp. The Camels re-formed in line astern and prepared to land, and some people down there fired rifles at them and missed. Griffin cheered. After endless miles of empty steppe they had found the war again.


After the rough and bumpy fields where they had refuelled, Hackett was relieved to touch down smoothly on the turf at Beketofka, and he was pleased to see familiar faces in his ground crew. A sergeant fitter helped him down from the cockpit. “What have you got in the engine, Mr Hackett?” he asked. “Handful of marbles? Bag of rusty nails?”


“It’s a dozen gold sovereigns, sergeant. If you can fish them out, you can keep them.”


A rigger was twanging a wire. He made a face. “I know,” Hackett said. “Wait till you see the rudder cables. Treat in store.”
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Colonel Davenport was the camp commandant at Beketofka. His left sleeve was pinned up at the elbow, he wore the ribbon of a D.S.O. and his face was as lined as crumpled paper.


“I leave the flying to you,” he told Griffin. “I look after good order and discipline. Got my hands full keeping out those thieving Russians in the next field. Steal the laces from your boots if you don’t kick ’em in the teeth first. Cossacks, you see.”


“I think they shot at us when we came in to land, sir.”


“Yes, they shoot at anyone they fancy. At Jews, especially. But that’s none of our business. Now: you’re here to buck up the White Army, right? So you report to General Wrangel. He’s the big chief in these parts.”


“I thought we were under General Denikin, sir.”


“Denikin’s C-in-C for the whole South Russian front. Wrangel commands his right wing, what they call the Caucasus Army. Mainly Cossacks. God help the Bolos if Wrangel’s army gets inside Tsaritsyn. God help Tsaritsyn, for that matter.”


Griffin’s hearing had nearly cleared after more than six hours behind a roaring rotary. “Do I hear artillery, sir?”


“After a fashion. Six out of ten shells don’t explode. Dud fuses. But Russian infantry like to hear their guns going bang-bang … Come on, I’ll walk you to your quarters.” These turned out to be the train. Half the coaches were Pullmans. “Believe me, it’s by far the best digs you’ll find in this benighted country.” Colonel Davenport pointed at a thin column of white smoke rising like a prayer from the locomotive, climbing through the chilled air, finally bending to the breeze. “Constant hot water. I wish I had that. I’m pigging it in a hovel.”


“Always welcome, sir. Merlin Squadron will be honoured.”


“Awfully kind. Here come two chaps you’ll find essential.” Much saluting took place. Davenport said: “May I present Count Borodin. He’s your liaison officer with General Wrangel. Speaks better English than I do.”


Borodin was tall and slim, under thirty, clean-shaven, sleek, in a uniform of soft green and grey, free from decorations. He looked like the kind of officer who carries the maps for a general. He said, “An honour, wing commander. General Wrangel sends his compliments. He looks forward to seeing your machines in action.”


“And I look forward to seeing his men biff the Bolos.” Borodin, Borodin, Griffin thought. Where have I heard that before?


“And Sergeant Major Lacey runs your Orderly Room,” Davenport said. “With a certain flair not entirely found in King’s Regulations.”


“Well, a Camel Squadron needs flair. Bags of flair.”


Griffin didn’t like the looks of Lacey. Not tall enough for a sergeant major. Too young, and his uniform fitted him too well, he’d had it tailored, by God. There was something wrong with his eyes too. They looked calm and clever and a little bit amused. What in hell’s name was there to be amused at? Nobody got to be a sergeant major by calmness and cleverness and laughing at things. “I shall depend on you to uphold the traditions of the squadron, Mr Lacey,” he said. Whatever the hell that meant.


“Yes, of course. I am also your Signals Officer, sir. I operate the radio. Messages have arrived from General Holman at the Military Mission H.Q. in Ekaterinodar, marked Urgent and Most Important.” Now there was a hint of a smile. He didn’t talk like a sergeant major, either. He sounded like a bishop announcing a winning hand at whist.


“Lead on,” Griffin said.
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The C.O. took the largest compartment in the Pullman coaches. It even had a bath. A silent Russian with a Mongolian face and the build of a 15-year-old boy gave him a whisky-soda and ran the bath, helped him out of his sheepskin coat and flying boots and would have undressed him completely if Griffin had let him. He retired immediately to a corner and squatted on his heels.


Griffin slid into the bath and let the warmth drive out the cold from his stiff limbs. His mind looked back at the tedious hours of flying since Ekat. He’d heard people talk of the famous Russian steppes. Now he’d seen one. Flat and empty. And endless. Presumably somebody scratched a living down there. Dreary, dreary. He’d never understood what his father saw in agriculture, and he’d been happy to leave it to the old man.


His father, Henry Griffin, had inherited a corner of Leicestershire that was big enough to reach well into the counties of Rutland and Northamptonshire. His grandfather, Spencer Griffin had acquired this corner when he made an obscene amount of money out of guano, seagull droppings. He bought a small Atlantic island that was deep in the stuff, just when agriculture was booming and needed fertilizer. It was like shovelling up money. When the boom ended he bought land: farm after bankrupt farm. Farming didn’t much interest him; in fact, compared with his triumphs in guano, nothing much interested him; so he lived in London, and had the decency to die at the age of forty-eight when he walked home in fog as thick as mushroom soup and caught pneumonia.


So his son got the farms. Now Henry was a good farmer, good enough to know eventually that his own son – John – had an incurably low threshold of boredom. Show him a field and it yawned like the prairie. So did young John.


He was a strong, cheerful lad but school was a mystery to him and forget even the thought of college. He was good at foxhunting and he joined the Quorn and the Belvoir, and enjoyed it. When there was no hunt, he was a dashing point-to-point jockey. He was twenty-two when war broke out. That was serious, but not as damned serious as what happened when his horse abruptly refused and sent him flying arse-over-tit into a pile of rocks. He broke an arm and a leg and several ribs.


They took a long time to heal. By then, the war was bogged down in the Trenches, so he joined a cavalry regiment. Good chaps, but no action. The only action seemed to be in the sky. Aeroplanes looked fun.


In 1916 the Royal Flying Corps took him – good horsemen made good pilots, everyone knew that – and, amazingly, he found something useful that he was very good at. An appetite for the kill helped. A fat slice of luck did no harm. And for the lucky ones, promotion was rapid.


Major-General Trenchard headed the R.F.C. and he believed in aggressive patrolling far behind the enemy’s lines. So did John Griffin. “They started it,” he told his squadron, “so let’s get over there and finish it.” If that was costly, well, they were all volunteers, nobody said war was cheap. And the dead made no complaints. Decorations and further promotions proved that Griffin must be right.


Now he was a wing commander, with a whisky-soda, in a hot bath, and he had a bunch of young brigands to lead in a bright and breezy new war. What could be better?


He reached for the signals and read General Holman’s orders. “Get Borodin,” he told the Russian boy-servant.


As he soaked in the tub the count gave him an outline of Wrangel’s plan to capture the south side of Tsaritsyn: bombard the trenches, infiltrate the outer defences, assault the city. “We have tanks which—”


Griffin raised a hand. “Enough. Something I learned in France was, get it on half a sheet of paper. More than that I’ll forget anyway.” He looked at his fingers. The tops were wrinkled. He stood up and let the water drain from him. They made an interesting contrast: the polish of Imperial Russia, or what was left of it, and the intrepid aviator, naked and dripping, here to show them how the Allies duffed up the Hun. “Who was that strange child I found in here?” Griffin asked.


“Your servant. A plenny. Each of your officers has a plenny, we find them loyal and eager to please. Yours is called Jack.”


“An ex-Bolo? You captured him?”


“The plennys were happy to change sides. The Red Army forced them to fight. Your chef, for example, was formerly with the Hotel St George in Moscow but the Bolsheviks put him in their infantry, a foolish move.”


“Our train has a chef?”


“You can have two, if you wish. They cost nothing.”


“We shall need another. Ekat is sending me six bombers and their crews right now. A dozen men.”


“Twelve more plennys, then. Of course. We have what you might call a plenitude.” He handed Griffin a towel.


“Thanks.” What exactly did ‘plenitude’ mean? He let it pass. Borodin’s English was too damn good to be true.
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The plennys woke the pilots at seven, with glasses of Russian tea. It wasn’t Earl Grey, but as they sipped it and enjoyed the comfort of clean sheets and sunshine, they began to think that the long, sometimes hard and dirty and often bitterly cold journey had been worthwhile if it helped to restore the good old days. You wouldn’t get tea in bed under the Reds.


The plennys had brushed the uniforms, cleaned and polished the boots, made the buttons shine. The pilots met for breakfast in the bar, which doubled as a dining room. Griffin liked their smartness. “This isn’t France,” he said. “People wandered into the Mess wearing rugger shirts and jodhpurs. Not our style. We’re here to show the flag.”


“Which flag is that, sir?” Wragge asked. “Hackett’s an Aussie, Bellamy’s Canadian and Dextry claims to be Irish.”


“Give the butter a shove,” Griffin grunted.


“Ireland’s British,” Maynard said.


“Don’t tell them that in Dublin,” Dextry warned. “They’ll blow your patriotic head off.”


“That’s just the Fenians. Not like the royal Irish regiments in France. They were jolly decent chaps.”


Griffin pointed his fork at Dextry. “Tell your Dublin friends to keep their little war going. When we’ve mended Russia we’ll go back and sort out Ireland.”


“Yes, sir.”


“And let’s drop the sir in the Mess. Makes me feel like my grandfather, and he’s dead.”


At 9.30 they all walked to the aerodrome. The sky was bigger than they had ever seen in France or England and it was drenched in the kind of blue that gives atheists second thoughts. Maybe Russia had more sky because it had more distant horizons. Already the sun was pleasantly warm and the breeze made only an occasional ripple in the grass. Perhaps spring had arrived overnight.


Maynard looked at the vast expanse of grass and wondered if cricket was out of the question. He played an imaginary straight drive, knees bent, plenty of follow-through. Bellamy was looking at him. “Bit stiff,” Maynard said. “Loosening up.”


“Save the next dance for me.”


They stopped near the C.O.’s Camel. The other machines were dotted about, just as their pilots had left them.


“Get lined up on me,” Griffin said. “We’ll make a mass take-off. I bet the natives have never seen one of those. Ten o’clock kick-off. That’s when the White artillery will start raising holy hell. Make sure your tanks are full, your guns are loaded, your bladders are empty. Off you toddle.”


His mechanic was waiting for him.


“Didn’t expect to see these Camels again, Mr Griffin. Not outside the knacker’s yard.”


“Explain.”


“47 Squadron flew them at Salonika. That’s where most of us mechanics were before this, and we watched them Camels sitting in the rain at Salonika, not getting any younger. Then they got flown to Ekat, those that still flew, that is, and it rains at Ekat too, rains like buggery, and here they are, sir, bloody soggy if you’ll pardon my Bulgarian. The Bulgarians, that was the enemy at Salonika, nobody knew why, ancient history now, a bit like your Camel, especially the wings, because it was the wings that copped all the rain, sir.”


Griffin walked around the Camel, prodding the wings, twanging the wires. “No holes,” he said. “Ailerons work. See?” He made one move up and down.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
       
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
            
            
            
            
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780878102.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg
re——
\‘\% Moscow,
swouensk
huansx
i LTENINSK s pinza
A
oriy
Key g
ooy
=l LTRSS oneL
st i ouwano_ &
SRR ATTAANROG e il —
‘<> INDICATE WHITE ADVANCE - ""”Kk W SARATOV
> (NDICATE RETREATTO HOVOROSSISKC )
D ThENDETARTAG B ORURER v }
fwmgm,m Lenpoy
é SARITSYN
-
PN e
EOTRERS
TAGANROG ROSTOV" # Nl/(, W
{ e gy
o p\ )
SEAOF % $
Goonersiun 3
B
AaTERNoDAR 3
QERTEREK

(OVOROSSISK






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
T

MACLEHOSE PRESS
QUERCUS - LONDON






