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  INTRODUCTION




   




   




   




   




  Having been asked to produce a book on how some of the major battles of the 20th century might have looked to the soldiers participating in them, I found myself confronted with

  a dilemma on how to proceed, largely because the soldier’s view is naturally restricted to what is going on in his immediate vicinity and he has little or no knowledge of what is taking place

  elsewhere. It would, of course, have been very easy for me to quote directly from the accounts left by survivors, but many of these were written with hindsight and tell us very little about their

  authors.




  The fact is that these men were not two-dimensional figures existing solely in the time span of the evidence they have left us. They all had a background, a life after the events they described,

  and their own differing personalities. Their hopes, fears and ambitions were the same as everyone else’s, and sometimes their motivation was influenced by factors beyond the battlefield.

  There was also a continuity in military life, both at the personal and regimental levels. If a man had fought in the First World War, his son might have fought in the Second, and his grandson may

  have fought as a conscript in one of the conflicts of the 1950s or 1960s; the chances are that, in the British Army at least, they will all have served in the same regiment.




  My problem therefore was how to combine the factual experience of survivors with narratives that tell the reader how their battles must have looked to the individuals concerned. The solution

  seemed to lie in what has become known as ‘faction’, that is, the placing of fictitious characters in an historical setting and making them think and act as men of their own time. This

  would enable me to include episodes which actually took place in the various battles and, where appropriate, words that were spoken at the time.




  Because I was dealing with war at the lowest level, where facts known to the generals are not available, none of the protagonists in these stories holds a position higher than that of company

  commander; the rest are subalterns, sergeants, corporals and privates. Some are professional soldiers, others are volunteers or conscripts. As with any such representative group of men, their

  backgrounds and personalities are very different; what they have in common is the need to overcome their fear, endure hardship and fight for their own survival and that of their comrades. To

  emphasise continuity, some characters also play a minor role in subsequent narratives.




  Some of the battles I have chosen will already be familiar to many readers. They cover several infantry actions in various forms, including Mons, the Somme, the US Marine Corps’ bitter

  struggle for Betio Island in Tarawa Atoll, Normandy, the Malayan Emergency and the Gulf; the experiences of a tank driver at Cambrai, a junior officer in Rommel’s 7th Panzer Division during

  the German Army’s 1940 blitzkrieg drive across western Europe, and an armoured car commander thrown entirely on his own resources during the Battle of the Bulge; artillery actions include

  that of a field regiment attacked by the Afrika Korps’ panzers, and the defence of a fire base in Vietnam. None of the protagonists are particularly heroic, and indeed some are very unwilling

  participants, but in their different ways they cope with the pressures imposed on them and perform their various tasks to the best of their abilities.




  Several months elapsed between my writing the stories of Sergeant John Brodrick at Mons and Corporal Gary Shankland in the Gulf. No connection existed between the two in my mind, yet the thought

  struck me that if they somehow met they would both feel at home in each other’s company, despite their actions being separated by eighty years in time and the immense social and technological

  changes of the intervening period. Perhaps this was an unconscious projection of the thought that the best armies are strong in the kind of virtues that propagate themselves. Should ever the fads

  and fancies of so-called ‘political correctness’ be permitted to poison the process, decadence will become a feet and we shall deserve its consequences.
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  Sergeant John Brodrick, Platoon Sergeant, Royal Barset Rifles, Mons, August 1914




   




   




   




   




  A mounted staff officer detached himself from the group containing the brigade commander and signalled the column to halt.




  “A COMPANY – HALT! FALL OUT!”




  As the company, leading the 1st Battalion Royal Barset Rifles, broke ranks to sprawl beside the road, Lieutenant-Colonel Aindow trotted past to join the brigadier. Sergeant John Brodrick

  strolled down the line to join his old friend Sergeant Dick Platt, with whom he had shared sixteen years’ service in the battalion. Platt, wiping the sweat from inside his cap, was clearly

  unimpressed by his surroundings.




  “What a miserable bleedin’ dump! If this is Belgium, Fritz can have it for all I care.”




  “This is the worst part,” replied Brodrick. “The rest of it’s alright, so they say. Point is, Fritz says he wants it, we say he’s not having it, so that’s

  that.”




  “Yeah, alright. State my feet are in, just let the bastard cross my sights an’ I’ll show ’im what ’e can an’ can’t ’ave! Where the ’ell are

  we, anyway?”




  “Saw a signpost backaways – reckon we’re just south-west of Mons.”




  It was the afternoon of Saturday, 22 August 1914. Some days earlier the battalion had landed at Boulogne to the cheers of the population for whom, apparently, nothing was too good for les

  braves Anglais. Since then it had been transported by train some distance inland, travelling in cattle wagons the sides of which bore the chalked legend ‘Chevaux 8 Hommes

  40’, and then commenced its apparently endless march to the north.




  The countryside was dull, the poplar-lined roads straight and monotonous, the cobbles of the French pavé hard and unforgiving, and the summer heat tremendous. Some of the recalled

  Reservists, now nearing middle age and badly out of condition, were unable to keep up and had straggled into camp each night red and perspiring under the weight of their Field Service Marching

  Order, receiving little or no sympathy from anyone.




  “Didn’t straggle like that on the Frontier, did ya, Metcalfe? Knew what the Afridi bints’d do to yer privates, dincha? Be fizzin’ in the fryin’ pan by now, like as

  not, wouldn’t they? Drop out again termorrer an’ yer’ll get a dose of field punishment, understand? So sort yerself out, lad!”




  Pack straps began to rub, knee-joints to ache from the steady pounding, and blisters to rise on burning feet. The younger soldiers were warned not to remove their boots or they would never get

  them on again. Most men, with the tacit approval of officers and NCOs, had undone the top button of their tunics. Yet, it was not all bad. Marching at ease, they had swung along in fours, laughing

  and joking as the miles passed. In the villages, the people had rushed out to cheer, pressing wine, cakes and cigarettes on the marching men. In the towns, although Colonel Aindow had called the

  column to attention and rifles were unslung and brought to the trail, it was the same, with ranks being jostled by crowds of well-wishers. There had been similar scenes before the battalion left

  England. Its members basked in their new-found role as heroes, willing to forget that in time of peace many of these same civilians looked on Mr Thomas Atkins as a brutal, drunken lecher, pointedly

  excluding him from the best pubs and confining him to the pit in some music-halls. Suddenly, he was the man of the hour, his hand shaken, his back slapped, his beer bought for him.




  It helped relieve fatigue, too, when the band struck up every so often. The men also sang a lot, usually soldiers’ songs the words of which happily meant nothing to the smiling, waving men

  and women they swung past. Recently, they had been told that the first enemy troops they would encounter were commanded by a General Alexander von Kluck. Inevitably, some wag had composed a

  derogatory rhyme about him, which they cheerfully bawled to the tune of ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me’:




  Oh, we don’t give a **** for old von Kluck,




  An’ all his ******’ army!




  The battalion had crossed the Belgian frontier that morning. It soon encountered the first refugees it had seen, a steady trickle of families hurrying in the opposite direction. Many had loaded

  their most treasured possessions on to perambulators, handcarts and farm wagons. They were harried and confused and did not respond to the men’s sympathetic shouts that they would soon be

  back home again. From the east came a distant but steady thumping rumble which became louder as the morning wore on. When, during one of the hourly halts, they were told that it was the guns of a

  French army already in action on their right, a sense of anticipation ran through the ranks.




  At first, the Belgian landscape was little different from the French, but gradually the open farmland was left behind and the column entered a dismal area dominated by slag-heaps, colliery

  winding gear and chimneys. Between them, railways wound their way along low embankments and there were clusters of miners’ single-storey cottages. Here and there a church spire broke the

  skyline. Some of the slag-heaps gave off wisps of sulphurous smoke, but in an attempt to break up the harsh industrial scene the summits of the larger, older mounds had been planted with dwarf

  firs. Not even the bright sunlight could dispel the depressing nature of the view and it was this which had brought forth Platt’s comment.




  A guide detached himself from the group surrounding the Brigadier-General and exchanged salutes with Major Carlton, A Company’s commander.




  “If you’ll follow me, Major, I’ll take you up to what looks like being tomorrow’s firing line.”




  “Very well. How close are the Germans?”




  “Difficult to say,” replied the staff officer. “Our own cavalry’s a mile or two out in front, of course, and some of them seem to be in contact with Fritz’s, so his

  infantry may be anywhere between five and ten miles off.”




  Their route took them between two slag-heaps to a straight stretch of canal running along a shallow valley through flat, marshy fields. The canal was about 70 feet wide and was spanned by

  frequent bridges. Beyond, the ground rose slightly in the distance and there appeared to be some woodland.




  “You’re to dig in here, Major,” said the guide. “I’ll bring up B Company on your left. Your C and D Companies will be digging in behind you near those slag-heaps

  – give you a bit of depth. Someone from another brigade will be coming in on your right. Good luck.”




  He saluted and rode back to where B Company were emerging from between the slag-heaps.




  Packs off and tunics removed, the men began to dig steadily with their entrenching tools. By later standards, the trench was shallow, but it provided protection to chest height, the spoil being

  heaped on the enemy side and shaped into a parapet with embrasures. It was extended to the right by a battalion of the Cumberland Fusiliers as they came up. Colonel Aindow arrived with one of the

  Barsets’ two medium machine-guns, which he instructed Carlton to emplace on his right so that its fire intersected that of the machine-gun on B Company’s left, some 600 yards in front

  of the battalion’s position. He also ordered an outpost to be set up in a house 50 yards beyond a bridge carrying a track to the far bank of the canal. Carlton detailed a corporal named

  Slater and a dozen men for the task, additionally ordering them to set up unobtrusive range markers at 600 and 800 yards from the bank, using strips of four-by-two rifle cleaning cloth attached to

  sticks stuck in the ground.




  It was dusk by the time everything had been completed to Carlton’s satisfaction. Grateful that the sun had set at last, Brodrick sat on the edge of the trench and allowed his body to cool

  in the comparative calm of the evening. His father had been a joiner and hoped that he would follow in his footsteps, but even as a boy he had never imagined wanting to be anything other than a

  soldier and in 1898, aged 18, he had, much against his parents’ wishes, enlisted for a period of 22 years. Since then, he had seen active service against the Boers in South Africa and against

  tribesmen on the North West Frontier of India. Viewed by his superiors as steady and reliable if unimaginative, and by his subordinates as firm but fair, he had reached the rank which he believed

  constituted the Army’s backbone and, all things being equal, he hoped to retire with a Company Sergeant Major’s pension in six years’ time. Meanwhile, he was content to go where

  he was sent and fight whoever presented a threat to his country. If he had a philosophy, its canon consisted of the four precepts drummed into him as a young soldier at the Regimental Depot all

  those years ago – fear God, honour the Queen (as it had been then), shoot straight and keep clean. They were simple enough rules to follow and he had found them to be a useful guide through

  life.




  Dick Platt dropped down beside him.




  “Gasper?”




  Brodrick handed him a cigarette and the two smoked in silence for a while. Platt, eldest son of a farm-hand, had left school early to ease the burden on his over-large family, working with a

  travelling fair during the summer and taking whatever casual work he could get in winter. In the end, sheer necessity had driven him into the Army and, finding that the security and comradeship

  suited him, he had decided to make it his career.




  “How d’you think they’ll shape up?” he asked.




  Brodrick looked along the line of the trench. There were still numerous South Africa and India General Service medals to be seen on the tunics of the senior NCOs and older hands, and some of the

  recalled reservists even sported Sudan medals, so there was plenty of experience there. When the time came, these men would act as a steadying influence on the younger soldiers, who were an average

  mix of good material, men down on their luck and last-chancers.




  “They’ll be alright, Dick. At least they’re better trained than we were the first time.”




  “Yeah, they can shoot straight an’ fast an’ they know ’ow to take up a concealed fire position. We’ve Brother Boer to thank for that, if nothing else. Remember

  Colenso? Gawd, what a shambles!”




  “Remember it? You wouldn’t believe the Angel Gabriel himself if he told you what went on there! Guns lost, officers down and some kid of a bugler still sounding the bleedin’

  Advance! into a bend of the river surrounded by crack-shot Boers! Bullets comin’ in from all angles!”




  “Yeah, we was lucky to get out o’ that one. What was ’is name, that bugler? Dunn, wasn’t it? Civvies carried ’im shoulder ’igh when ’e got back to

  London. Thought ’e was some kind of an ’ero. Should ’ave ’ad ’is arse kicked, more like!”




  “That’s civvies for you, Dick. Still, we learned fast after that – once they gave us some decent generals. Tough customer, though, Brother Boer – never knew when to pack

  it in.”




  “Reckon Kaiser Bill’s boys’ll give us much of a scrap?”




  “Nah.” Brodrick took off his cap and scratched his head thoughtfully. “There’s a lot of ’em but they’re mostly bleedin’ conscripts – doubt if

  there’s one in a hundred o’ their regulars seen what you’d call proper service. Alright, they’ve been bummin’ their chat since they gave the French a good hidin’

  forty years back, but it’s all wind and piss. No experience, do it all by the book.”




  “Wonder if the book says anything about sixteen aimed rounds a minute!”




  They both laughed. Since the Boer War the British Army’s standard of musketry had reached unequalled levels of speed and accuracy.




  “They’ll learn, just like we did – those that are still on their feet tomorrow night!” said Brodrick.




  His eyes wandered along the darkening length of the canal to the right where, in the distance, it swung in a loop around the north of the huddle of lights that marked the town of Mons.




  “If old von Kluck is coming down from the north-east like they say, then the blokes in that salient will catch it first, I reckon.”




  “Mebbe. Can’t count on anythin’ in this game, though.”




  Their discussion was interrupted by the arrival of Colour-Sergeant Doyle and his ration party with clattering dixies of tea and stew.




  “Char up! Come an’ get it, me lucky lads!”




  With the party was Company Sergeant-Major Wood, erect as always and carrying his pace-stick beneath his left arm at the regulation angle. Through the gloom he spotted Brodrick and Platt.




  “Ah, you two Sarn’ts! Just the men I want to see! The Major’s back from seein’ the Colonel and he says we’re in for a heavy day of it tomorrow, so when your blokes

  have been fed I want ten men from each of you. They’ll go back with the Colour Sarn’t an’ bring up extra ammunition – another fifty rounds per man an’ six belts for

  the machine-gun, got it?”




  “Yes, Sarn’t Major.”




  “Right, then. An’ as from now, the rest are on stag until stand to – two hours on an’ four off. An’ they’ll keep a sharp look out while they’re

  doin’ it, right?”




  “Right, Sarn’t Major.”




  The night passed without incident. One hour before first light the battalion stood to, lining its trenches and staring silently towards the north. When dawn came, it was one of mist and thin

  drizzle. Birds began to sing, causing Brodrick to wonder, as he had on similar occasions in the past, that Nature always got on with its own business, whatever Man was doing. After stand-down,

  Colour-Sergeant Doyle reappeared with his tea dixies, sliced bread and tins of jam.




  At about 0600 there came the sound of firing from the salient around Mons. It amounted to nothing more than a rattle of rifle fire, but this was quickly followed by the deeper banging of guns.

  Shells could be seen bursting around the perimeter of the salient. Then, quite suddenly, there was a crescendo of rifle fire lasting for several minutes, accompanied by the prolonged stutter of

  machine-guns. This died away but was repeated at regular intervals, while the volume of German artillery increased steadily.




  Major Carlton took up a central position behind A Company’s trench.




  “STAND TO! WITH TEN ROUNDS, LOAD!”




  Along the line, rifle bolts slid smoothly open, the first five rounds were pressed down into the magazine with the right thumb and the clip was knocked away with the heel of the hand; the second

  five followed, the bolt pushing the top round into the chamber and simultaneously knocking out the clip with a thin metallic click. “SAFETY CATCHES ON! WATCH YOUR FRONT!”




  As the minutes passed in silence the drizzle ceased, the mist started to lift and the clouds began to break up, promising another hot day. Colonel Aindow had come forward and stood beside

  Carlton.




  “Cavalry patrol, about ten strong, straight ahead, about twelve hundred yards,” said Carlton, lowering his binoculars. “Got ’em, Colonel?”




  “Yes, I’ve got ’em. My guess is that Fritz has stubbed his toe badly on the Mons salient and now he’s trying to work round the flank. Judging from the speed they’re

  coming on, this particular bunch haven’t the slightest idea we’re here.”




  “I agree, Colonel. If we make ourselves less visible I think we may have some prisoners for you in a few minutes’ time.”




  The two dropped into the trench beside Brodrick.




  After giving orders that there would be no firing upon pain of court-martial, Carlton continued to observe the patrol through an embrasure. The light had begun to glitter on the enemy lance

  points. Carlton knew that all branches of the German cavalry carried lances but, as the patrol came closer at a smart trot, it was apparent from the flat mortarboards topping their skull-caps that

  this particular patrol really were lancers. As far as he could make out there was an officer and about ten troopers, heading down the track past the outpost towards the bridge.




  “With luck, we’ll bag the lot, Colonel,” he said to Aindow. “I spoke to Corporal Slater in the outpost last night, and he knows just what’s required.”




  The patrol halted to observe the house from a distance, then, satisfied that it was apparently deserted, came on, heading towards the bridge. When they were just thirty yards away, every window

  and door spluttered fire. Troopers were shot from their saddles, horses went down and within seconds the patrol had ceased to exist. Two survivors, evidently wounded, tried to escape by lying along

  their galloping horses’ necks, but neither covered 100 yards.




  Slater and two of his men emerged from the door of the house at a run. The German officer, struggling to free himself from beneath his dead horse, seemed to be reaching for a pistol. Slater, who

  played rugby football for the battalion, landed on top of him with all his bulk, then disarmed him and yanked him upright by the collar. None of the other surviving lancers, including two wounded

  men supported by three unhorsed comrades, seemed inclined to argue. To the cheers of the rest of the company, Slater and his two escorts marched the captives across the bridge.




  “Visitor for you, sir,” he said, shoving the officer hard in Carlton’s direction, “Doesn’t say much, but he’s tricky so watch him – tried to pull this

  on me!” He brandished the prisoner’s Luger automatic.




  “Well done, Corporal Slater!” said Carlton. “Bloody good effort, and make sure you tell everyone I said so. Keep the pistol for your trouble – never know when it might

  come in handy.”




  “Thank you, sir.”




  “And you,” said Carlton, turning to the badly winded German, “can take off that sword. You won’t be needing it where you’re going!”




  The young officer, slowly recovering his breath as he watched his men being marched away, did as he was bidden. He suddenly seemed to realise that Aindow was the senior officer. Awkwardly, he

  struggled to salute, bow from the waist and click his heels simultaneously.




  “I am Leutnant Rupprecht von Hentzau – at your service, Herr Oberstleutnant!”




  “Are you, now?” said Aindow dryly. “Met your grandfather while I was with the Military Attaché’s office in Berlin. Taste for married ladies and meddling in Balkan

  politics. Complete cad if ever I saw one.”




  “In the German Army we do not take so serious a view of these episodes, Herr Oberstleutnant!”




  “Really? I’m sending you back to Brigade where they’ll want to ask you a few questions. Tell me, Mister Hentzau, before you go, did your Kaiser really call us ‘A

  Contemptible Little Army’?”




  An expression of surprise flickered across the young officer’s face, but his self-confidence was clearly returning.




  “I have not heard this and I think it is most unlikely. Yet, we are disappointed in you!”




  “Why?”




  “Because, when you have such smart red uniforms, you choose to go to war in a brown golf suit, Herr Oberstleutnant!”




  “Just as you wear grey instead of blue, Mister Hentzau. Get rid of this pup, Carlton – he’s too cocky for his own good.”




  After Aindow had returned to his headquarters, A Company continued to watch its front. Brodrick’s platoon commander, Second Lieutenant Piers Allan, moved in beside the sergeant.

  Fresh-faced and enthusiastic, Allan had just left Sandhurst. Brodrick thought him a likeable lad although, like many another young officer who had served with the platoon over the years, he needed

  fathering until he was professionally capable of standing on his own feet. More enemy cavalry patrols appeared in the distance, observing the line of the canal cautiously. From Mons itself, the

  sound of battle had intensified and seemed to be moving further south. To the rear, church bells could be heard ringing for morning service.




  “They must know where we are by now, Sergeant,” said Allan.




  “They’re not quite sure, sir. Anyway, they’ll want to work us over a bit with their artillery before they start anything.”




  Ten minutes later the first shells began to arrive. Brodrick was surprised that the enemy had so many guns at his disposal, but he was correct in his assumption that the gunners were unsure of

  their target. The shells, a mix of high-explosive and shrapnel, exploded and burst over a wide area stretching from the far bank of the canal to the slagheaps behind. As far as A Company was

  concerned, the bombardment caused neither casualties nor damage during its brief duration.




  “Here they come!” shouted someone.




  Emerging from the trees in the far distance were heavy grey masses. They seemed to consist of companies ranked four deep in successive lines, led by officers whose swords flashed in the

  sunlight. They came on at a steady walk, like a crowd going to a football match. Already shells from the British artillery were bursting among them and shrapnel had begun to carve swathes through

  the ranks, but still they continued to advance. None of A Company’s Boer War and Frontier veterans had ever been presented with such a target before. A buzz of incredulous comment filled the

  trench.




  “Gawd, will yer look at that! Load a bleedin’ amateurs!”




  “Right, Fritz, me ole pal – yer askin’ for it an’ yer friggin’ well gonna get it!”




  Allan expressed what he hoped was a more professional view to his sergeant.




  “We were told at Sandhurst that they rely on mass and weight for their attacks!”




  “That a fact, sir? Well, we’ll soon see how much good it does ’em!” said Brodrick.




  “Stop jabberin’ like a cartload o’ monkeys! Now wait for the word o’ command!”




  The Sergeant-Major’s bellowed reprimand reached the full length of the Company’s line.




  Carlton watched the advancing grey mass until it was about 1,000 yards distant, then his voice rang out.




  “A COMPANY! FIX – SWORDS!”




  The Rifle tradition was firmly upheld within the Regiment. With a steely slither bayonets were withdrawn from their scabbards and latched into place. Allan climbed from the trench and stood

  behind it, drawing his sword. Brodrick glanced up at him, sympathetically aware that the young officer was doing his best to set an example yet knowing that it belonged to another age.




  “Put it away, sir, before you do someone an injury!”




  “But ...”




  “Best save it for close quarters, sir – not that it’ll come to that this time. Now jump back in – you don’t want to give our position away, now, do you?”




  Allan slid down into the trench, looking foolish and a little hurt. Brodrick decided to mollify him.




  “Besides, sir, you’re more use to us alive than dead!”




  The platoon commander grinned ruefully.




  “If you say so, Sergeant. You’re usually right.”




  Carlton watched the leading German ranks pass the unobtrusive 800-yard range marker.




  “A COMPANY – AT SIX HUNDRED YARDS ...”




  The riflemen adjusted their leaf backsights, adopting their firing position while, in low voices, the old hands offered advice.




  “Check your safety catch is off ... mark your target ... aim at the belt buckle ... wait for the word of command!”




  “RAPID INDEPENDENT ... FIRE!”




  The front of the company erupted in a sudden blast of flame. Staying in the aim, the riflemen worked their bolts with practised efficiency, firing at the steady rate of one round in less than

  four seconds. Soon the floor of the trench was littered with empty brass cases. On the flanks the machine-guns were stuttering steadily as belts snaked their way into the breeches.




  The leading German companies staggered as if hit between the eyes, their dense formation ensuring that each bullet found two billets. Within a minute they had collapsed in a sprawl of grey

  heaps. Waving their swords, the officers of the second wave led their men on, breaking into a run in the desperate hope of crossing the bullet-swept killing ground as quickly as possible. Their

  formation now ragged, the Germans surged forward with suicidal courage.




  “Sights down, sir?” Brodrick suggested to Allan.




  “Yes. SIGHTS – FOUR HUNDRED! CARRY ON FIRING!”




  The last few scattered groups whose will had carried them through the murderous artillery, musketry and machine-gun fire collapsed 100 yards short of Corporal Slater’s outpost.




  “CEASE FIRING! PLATOON MARKSMEN ONLY – FIRE AT WILL!”




  “Another little trick we learned from Brother Boer, sir,” explained Brodrick. “They’re not all dead and wounded out there, not by a long chalk, so we’ll tickle up

  anyone likely to cause trouble.”




  He detailed the platoon’s First Class Shots for the task.




  “Corporal Gibson, Lance-Corporal Cooper, Riflemen Shaw, Hughes and Gordon. You’re after officers, NCOs, blokes showing a bit of initiative and anyone who wants to carry on scrapping

  – got it?”




  Some of the Germans had begun shooting from among the bodies of their comrades. Most of their fire went high and they were the first to die at the marksmen’s hands. Next, a steady toll was

  taken of officers and NCOs until all among the fallen grey ranks had learned to lie still.




  For over an hour nothing further happened. The sun climbed towards noon as the Riflemen squatted in the trench, slaking their thirst from their water-bottles and swapping stories. Brodrick

  smiled inwardly, observing that, as always, the younger soldiers were the most voluble. Their morale was understandably high, but he could not let it turn to dangerous over-confidence.




  “Alright, alright, that’s enough – all you’ve done is earn your pay! So stop twitterin’ like big soft girls an’ make sure you’ve got a full magazine for

  the next lot!”




  A steady drone announced the approach of a strange-looking monoplane from the direction of the enemy. It was flying several hundred feet high but the black crosses painted on the underside of

  its wings were clearly visible and the sun glinted on the pilot’s goggles as he leaned over the side of the cockpit. The sight generated interest among the Riflemen, some of whom had never

  seen an aircraft before. On reaching the canal the pilot turned along it in the direction of Mons, then headed back towards his own lines.




  “Now we’re in for it, sir!” commented Brodrick. “He’ll tell his pals in the artillery just where we are an’ they’ll have our range to the

  yard.”




  The bombardment, when it started thirty minutes later, was heavier than anything even the veterans had experienced. While medium shells exploded uselessly on the slag-heaps, the enemy’s

  field gunners were clearly concentrating on the trench lines. Most of their high-explosive rounds impacted in the canal or just beyond the trench, in the bottom of which the Riflemen huddled.

  Shrapnel, however, began to cause casualties as it slashed downwards. In Brodrick’s platoon one man was killed instantly by a splinter through his skull and three more sustained wounds to the

  head and shoulders. Broderick told them to apply field dressings and make for the regimental aid post when the bombardment lifted. Behind him a sudden explosion was followed by screams. A

  high-explosive shell had at last found the trench and exploded within, bringing down part of its walls. It had fallen between two men and simply blown them apart. Those nearest the impact and the

  surrounding areas were plastered with blood and fragments of flesh. One man was screaming, another vomiting and the rest were staring in a state of numbed shock. To his surprise he saw Allan

  working his way towards the scene. As the lieutenant began tossing the larger remains over the parapet the screaming stopped and the men fell silent as they watched. The grisly task finished, he

  picked up an entrenching tool.




  “Listen,” he said quietly. “No two shells fired from the same gun are ever quite the same – if they were, they’d keep landing in the same hole, wouldn’t they?

  So where I’m standing has to be one of the safest places in the world, hasn’t it? Now, I want some help to repair this damage.”




  Without speaking, those nearest began shovelling the earth back into place, the work taking their minds off the horror they had just witnessed. The task was almost complete when Carlton’s

  whistle shrilled. This time the Germans had continued their shelling long enough for their second attack to form up and advance approximately halfway to the canal.




  “Here they come again!”




  Brodrick took his place beside Allan. The youngster’s set face, clenched jaw and rapid swallowing all indicated that the shock of the past few minutes had begun to sink in.




  “You handled that well, if you don’t mind me saying so, sir.”




  “Frankly, I just want to throw up! You hear about people being blown apart, but no one tells you what it actually looks like, do they?”




  Brodrick glanced at him, knowing that the boy was being torn out of the man, and that it was hurting.




  “No, they don’t tell you any of that, sir. I’ve never got used to it, either, but it’s part of job. Look at it like this – they never knew what hit

  ’em.”




  Allan continued to stare stonily ahead. Brodrick picked up one of the casualties’ rifles and handed it to him.




  “You’ll be okay, sir. We can use an extra hand just now, so why not grab a bunduk and take it out on Fritz?”




  “Good idea.” Allan pulled himself together with an almost physical effort. A fierce anger seemed to boil up inside him, allied to the knowledge that he must reinforce his new-found

  authority over the men.




  “Now listen to me, No 1 Platoon! I’ve seen the cooks shoot better than some of you! This time you shoot to kill, or I’ll send you back to join ’em!”




  A day earlier they would have reacted sullenly to such a comment from a new officer, but now it was different and they knew that Allan was simply goading them to further effort.




  “You heard the officer!” shouted Brodrick. “Magpies don’t count, inners don’t count, only bulls score!”




  “A COMPANY! – AT SIX HUNDRED YARDS ... RAPID INDEPENDENT FIRE!”




  Once again, the firing line erupted in its terrible ‘mad minute’, and, once again, the enemy’s leading ranks crumpled. The Germans, however, had learned something from their

  earlier experience. As soon as they came under rifle fire they went to ground, then began advancing by alternate platoon rushes, covering thirty yards at a time. In this way they began to make some

  headway, although as the range shortened and the sequence became predictable each platoon began to take casualties. To some extent these were offset as those who had been pinned down during the

  earlier attack now joined the advance. Those platoons not advancing directed a spluttering rifle fire at the trench, but it was the shooting of breathless, heavily burdened men and most of it went

  high or thudded into the canal bank. Soon, the details of their spiked helmets, each with a regimental number on its cover, became visible. Finally, firing from the hip, stepping or stumbling over

  their fallen comrades, the remnant of the attackers sank to the ground just fifty yards short of the canal and not even their officers’ frenzied shouts of ‘Vorwärts!’

  could get them moving again.




  Carlton appeared at Allan’s elbow.




  “They’re getting too close for comfort, Piers. I want your platoon to clear the immediate area beyond the bridge. It’ll give the Sappers a chance to put their demolition

  charges in place, and at the same time we’ll pull in Corporal Slater and his chaps from the outpost. You’ll get covering fire from the rest of the Company. Brigade have asked the

  Gunners to put down a barrage for you in five minutes’ time, so be ready to move.”




  “Yes, sir.” Allan gave his orders and Brodrick chased the men out of the trench to the limited shelter provided by the bridge approach.




  “Come on, you horrible lot! Time for some cold steel – just the chance you’ve been waiting for!”




  Also crouched below the bridge approach were a Royal Engineer lieutenant, a sergeant and two sappers with their demolition charges.




  “Wouldn’t have your job for a big clock!” said Brodrick to his opposite number. “Don’t you go blowing that thing until we’re all back on this side!”




  “Don’t worry, chum, we’ll keep an eye on you!”




  A sound similar to tearing cloth marked the start of the artillery barrage. A line of shell bursts erupted some 300 yards beyond the bridge, tossing some of the prone Germans about.




  Allan had already drawn his sword and revolver.




  “COME ON, NUMBER ONE PLATOON!”




  Across the bridge the platoon shook out into an extended line.




  “CHARGE!”




  Yelling and with bayonets levelled, they ran at the enemy. Some of the Germans threw up their hands in surrender and were thumbed to the rear; others bolted and were shot down. There was no

  resistance and Allan halted the attack 100 yards beyond the bridge, forming a firing line among the enemy dead and wounded. Brodrick ran back to the house, in the garden of which a number of the

  enemy lay sprawled in the abandoned attitudes of death. Slater appeared at a smashed window.




  “Get out of there!” shouted Brodrick. “Get your blokes back across the canal! And take the prisoners with you!”




  It was taking the Germans some time to digest what had happened. They were clearly reluctant to open fire for fear of hitting their own men and during the interval the sappers’ heads could

  be seen bobbing about under the bridge. At length Carlton appeared above them, blowing three long blasts on his whistle.




  “That’s the recall!” said Allan. “Back you go!”




  Bullets cracked past their heads as they raced for the bridge. Breathless, they dropped into the trench. During the counter-attack two men had been wounded, neither seriously, and they were sent

  back to the regimental aid post. Brodrick overheard a snatch of conversation between Carlton and a captured German officer, evidently a major. The man’s bloodstained right arm was hanging

  uselessly, his face was smeared with earth, one of the points of his carefully waxed moustache was awry and his monocle was cracked.




  “For two years I train my battalion until it was the best in the regiment,” he was complaining, “and now you have destroyed it! It was madness to send us against your massed

  machine-guns!”




  “Actually, we only have two-machine guns per battalion, old chap,” said Carlton equably. “We tend to rely more on good shooting by our riflemen.”




  The German’s monocle dropped as he regarded the occupants of the trench.




  “Ach, du lieber Gott! It is fortunate for Germany that your army is so small – but not so fortunate for those of us who have to fight you!”




  Once again the German artillery opened up, presaging another attack. This time the gunners also bombarded the house which had contained the company’s outpost, quickly reducing it to a

  blazing ruin. The attack, when it came, was evidently delivered by the opposing commander’s last reserves. The attackers were fewer in number and did not press their assault with anything

  like the vigour displayed earlier in the day. Soon they had been driven to ground, too far off to present any immediate threat.




  “PLATOON COMMANDERS!” shouted Carlton.




  “Take over, Sergeant,” said Allan as he left for the orders group.




  “Sir!” Brodrick pulled out his watch. It said twenty-past-four and he was surprised, as he always was in action, how quickly the day had passed. Allan was soon back with fresh

  orders.




  “Right, Number One Platoon, pay attention! We’ve been told to pull back!”




  There was an immediate chorus of protest which Brodrick could hear echoed in other platoons.




  “What the bleedin’ ’ell for, sir? They’re licked!”




  “Yeah! See the way they ran when we went out after ’em? We can ’old that lot till Christmas if we ’ave to!”




  “Shut up and listen!” said Brodrick. “You might learn something!”




  “The French on our right are continuing to retreat,” continued Allan. “That means our blokes in Mons are in danger of being surrounded, so they’ve got to pull back too;

  and it stands to reason that when they go, we’ve got to go as well.”




  “Trust the bleedin’ French!” said someone.




  “We’ll move by platoons and pass through C and D Companies. Then we’ll be directed to a new defence line which we’ll hold until everyone else has passed

  through.”




  On the right, the Cumberland Fusiliers had already begun thinning out. The Royal Engineer officer shouted a warning and the bridge suddenly went up with a roar, scattering shattered timber and

  girders across a wide area. The platoon began assembling their kit. As the company were leaving the trench the sound of a distant bugle call, repeated several times, floated across the canal.

  Someone had provided a temporary sling for the German officer’s wounded arm, and for this he seemed grateful.




  “They are sounding the signal to cease firing,” he said. “The battle is over!”




  “Move now,” said Carlton to Allan.




  As they passed between the slag-heaps they caught up with No 2 Platoon, being shepherded along by a craggy-faced, broken-nosed corporal named Johnson who had joined the Regiment at the same time

  as Brodrick. Had he not been so free with his fists, Johnson could have been wearing sergeant’s stripes by now, but he had been broken several times for brawling and was once again climbing

  the promotion ladder. A chill spasm of dread ran down Brodrick’s spine.




  “Where’s Sergeant Platt, Johnno?” he called.




  Johnson turned and walked slowly towards him.




  “Cob o’ shrapnel ’ad ’is number on it, Sarge. Took ’im in the ’ead. ’E was dead before we could get to ’im. I’m actin’ platoon

  sergeant.”




  A succession of images flashed across Brodrick’s consciousness. He and Dick knocking back beer in a dozen places around the world. Himself as Best Man at Dick’s wedding and Godfather

  at the christening of his two children. Dick’s joy when he finally got his Army Certificate of Education and when he put up his third stripe, as though he’d conquered the world. Dick

  talking about his ambition to run a tobacconist’s shop when his engagement expired. Simple pleasures of a simple man, now reduced to a huddle under a groundsheet in an abandoned trench.

  Brodrick looked back across the canal where the numerous German wounded were supporting each other, hobbling or crawling towards their own lines.




  Unexpectedly, Johnson, the hard case, shook his hand.




  “I’m really sorry, chum. I mean it.”




  “I know, Johnno, I know,” said Brodrick. “Who’d be a friggin’ soldier? Come on, the pair of us have got work to do!”




  By later standards, the Battle of Mons was a mere skirmish. The British sustained about 1,500 casualties, the Germans twice as many. Its effect was to delay von Kluck’s

  advance by a day, but not halt it. The retreat of the British Expeditionary Force from Mons was an epic of endurance during which von Kluck was checked again at Le Cateau on 26 August with much

  heavier loss on both sides. Following the Battle of the Marne, in which the German invasion plans were finally defeated, the BEF was moved to the Ypres sector at the northern end of the Allied

  line. There, between 18 October and 30 November, the terrible rifle fire of its infantry battalions and dismounted cavalry regiments defeated every attempt to dislodge them. The Germans’

  newly raised Reserve Corps were formed from young, idealistic but inexperienced recruits, including a high proportion of university students, and because of the horrific casualties these sustained,

  they referred to the battle as ‘The Massacre of the Innocents’. Conversely, on 11 November the rout of several regiments of the Prussian Guard, the élite of the Imperial German

  Army, provided convincing proof of the BEF’s quality. By the end of the battle, however, most British units had been reduced to a fraction of their original strength and, in modern terms, the

  BEF had simply been ‘used up’. Many of its original members, especially wounded men returning to duty, were posted as instructors to the new armies that were taking the field.




  Many of the incidents I have described actually took place during the Battle of Mons and the words used by prisoners are based on those spoken at the time. The Kaiser subsequently denied that he

  had ever called the BEF ‘A Contemptible Little Army’. On the other hand, while giving vent to an hysterical outburst prompted by his generals’ failure to capture Ypres, he did

  describe its members as ‘trash and feeble adversaries, unworthy of the steel of the German soldier’. With a perverse irony, those who served with the original BEF chose to call

  themselves The Old Contemptibles for the rest of their lives, taking immense and entirely justified pride in the fact.
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  An hour before first light on 13 November 1916, Major Robin Thorne left B Company headquarters dugout and joined his men for the pre-dawn stand-to. They were silently lining

  the trench at regular intervals with one or two peering through slits in the sandbags. Every so often their expressionless faces were lit by a flare drifting over No Man’s Land. To the north

  the horizon flashed and rumbled with distant gunfire, while from the south there came the prolonged stutter of machine-gun fire. These things were of no concern, for they belonged to someone

  else’s battle.




  The 10th Battalion The Royal Barset Rifles was a ‘Pals’ battalion, raised during the heady days of 1914 when Lord Kitchener had urged groups of friends and workmates to form units in

  which they could serve together. So, too, were the Regiment’s 11th and 12th Battalions which, together with the 10th, formed the 519th (Barchester) Brigade. The fourth unit in the brigade was

  the Regiment’s regular 2nd Battalion, recently returned from India. At first, it had clearly not welcomed having to serve alongside the volunteer Pals, but over the previous four-and-a-half

  months’ fighting on the Somme its attitude had undergone a complete change. The brigade had been spared the terrible débâcle of 1 July, when in the space of an hour or two the

  Army had sustained nearly 60,000 casualties. There had, however, been plenty of fighting since so that of the original members of all four battalions almost half had either been killed or were now

  in hospital recovering from wounds of varying severity. In their place had come a steady stream of men from the replacement depots who, though they might have their origins in Barsetshire and wear

  the same badges, had still to earn their place in the close comradeship which existed among the older hands.




  Thome’s family were corn merchants and, after graduating from Oxford, he was to have joined the business. Instead, when war had broken out in August 1914, he had enlisted in the 10th

  Battalion and been accepted for officer training, being commissioned shortly after. The battalion’s officers had then included a number of regulars and recalled reservists who occupied the

  senior positions, middle ranking Territorials and numerous volunteer subalterns like himself. Most senior officers, too old or unfit for active service, had been replaced by experienced men who, in

  the main, had been wounded during the early battles on the Western Front. However, since the brigade had first been committed to action in mid July 1916, heavy casualties among the officers had

  ensured rapid promotion. Thorne remained a substantive lieutenant but had been appointed acting captain days after reaching the front and temporary major just two weeks since. He was painfully

  conscious that his unexpected rise resulted from the death or wounding of many close friends whose absence he keenly felt, and the burden of additional responsibility weighed heavily on his

  shoulders. The shallow but now permanent furrow between his brows and the downward lines created by a jaw held tight too long revealed that the burden was beginning to etch itself on his features.

  These, together with the moustache he had grown on joining the Army, made him look far older than his 24 years.




  Something ran across his boot. Instinctively, he knew it was a rat and kicked out hard, the resulting thud and squeal giving him great satisfaction. Rats in their tens of thousands, sleek, fat

  and self-confident, were a fact of life in trench warfare and he held them in deep loathing, particularly the manner of their feeding.




  He reached the centre of the Company line. He was conscious of the dim shape of Company Sergeant-Major Brodrick looming out of the darkness and returned his salute.




  “Listening post back?”




  “Yessir. Came in ten minutes ago. Nothing to report.”




  They spoke in little more than a whisper. Brodrick was the consummate professional. As a sergeant he had fought at Mons, Le Cateau and Ypres, where he had been awarded the Distinguished Conduct

  Medal and earned his wound stripe. On recovery he had been posted to the 10th Battalion with a handful of similarly experienced regular NCOs, being promoted to warrant rank shortly after.

  Steely-eyed, erect, immaculate despite the mud in which they all lived, he always seemed in complete control of every situation and was a shrewd judge of character.




  The long silence continued with every sense attuned to what might be taking place in the blackness beyond the parapet. Tiny sounds assumed immense importance until they could be interpreted. No

  one spoke. A line of pale grey began to show in the sky above the enemy position, 150 yards away.




  A relative had recently sent Thorne a parcel, thoughtfully enclosing an oblong trench periscope. The illustration on the box had shown a clean-cut, determined-looking officer peering through the

  instrument while his equally clean-cut, determined men waited in a dry, beautifully revetted trench below. It was a far cry from the muddy duckboards and battered walls of his own position, which

  occupied a former German trench. He climbed on to the firestep and raised the periscope above the sandbag parapet.




  Nothing moved. In the distance was the German wire with, beyond, some fragments of wall marked on his map as Dupont’s Farm, surrounded by the shattered trunks of trees. There had been one

  small change since the previous evening. A German body had been hanging upside down in the company wire. Now all that remained was a leg, the boot trapped fast between tangled strands. The rest had

  apparently been blown apart by shellfire during the ‘evening hate’. Elsewhere, the ground was pitted with craters in which lay more bodies, British and German. Why, he asked himself,

  did they always seem to lie in such carefree attitudes? Was it because their troubles were over? Some would be covered by shellfire, others unearthed. In death their skins soon assumed grey,

  yellow, blue or green tinges, then they began to swell internally until, sometimes, their buttons burst. First to be gnawed or pecked would be their hands and faces. No longer of this world, they

  were ignored, but one could not ignore the sweet, sickly smell of their decomposition which seemed to be everywhere. Thorne could tolerate all the other stinks of trench life, the unwashed bodies,

  the latrine buckets and the expended cordite, but he had never got used to this. He wished for a wind to cleanse the air and was glad that the summer flies had gone.




  Suddenly, the periscope was twitched out of his hand to land with a clatter on the duckboards. Only afterwards was he conscious of the crack of the shot. The periscope had a hole drilled through

  it and one of the mirrors was cracked. Brodrick handed it up to him with a hint of disapproval.




  “Short and sharp, sir – that’s the trick! Fritz doesn’t like to be stated at!”




  “Och, yon kiddie’s nae more than an amateur!” The Highland lilt belonged to Rifleman Jock Mackay, one of the company’s two snipers, lying with his eye to a loophole.

  Mackay, a ghillie, had married the maid of one of his employer’s visitors and moved south to become a gamekeeper. “Ye could see his muzzle flash for miles – d’ye spot him,

  Tommy?”




  Twenty yards to the right Rifleman Thomas Rose, another former gamekeeper, was also peering through a loophole.




  “I’ve got him, Jock. He’s under that bit of corrugated iron, about eleven o’clock, just in front of their wire, right?”




  “Right enough. Let’s gie him a wee surprise! Sit, would ye mind hauldin’ yon gadget above the parapet a while longer?”




  Thorne did as he was asked, carefully watching the iron sheet. Two shots cracked out simultaneously, the sheet jumped and a jackbooted leg appeared, twitched briefly and lay still.




  “We’ll no be hearin’ frae him again,” said Mackay.




  Almost at once a German machine-gun opened up, sending earth flying from the sandbags. Hardly had the gunner finished his burst than the air was filled with the sound of tearing cloth. The

  ‘morning hate’ had begun. Everyone took what cover they could as the shells landed. Fountains of earth erupted on either side of the trench, splattering those below with soil. The

  British guns replied, causing similar eruptions in the German lines. The hate lasted just five minutes then subsided. It was now fully light and clearly neither side was going to make a move.




  “Right, Sarn’t Major, they can stand down. Orders in fifteen minutes.”




  “Very good, sir.”




  Thorne walked back towards his dugout. At one point the hate had brought down part of the trench’s rear wall, exposing a skeletal hand, the wrist enclosed in a rotting sleeve. Inevitably,

  Rifleman Haynes, a tiresome combination of barrack-room lawyer and funny man, had hung his equipment on it.




  Thorne paused, pointing.




  “Haynes, get rid of it!”




  “Why, sir? He’s doin’ a useful job!”




  “I SAID GET RID OF IT!” Thorne could feel an unjustifiable fury rising as he glared into Haynes’ truculent face.




  “Whatever you say, sir!” Haynes picked up an entrenching tool, lopped off the hand and flung it over the parapet. “Anything to oblige a gendeman, sir!”




  Haynes always played it to the limit. Most of the time he was a liability. The problem was that in action he settled down and displayed real powers of leadership although, on principle, he

  always refused the offer of promotion.




  The same shell had ripped away most of the sacking curtain over an alcove housing a latrine. Within, Corporal Metcalfe could be seen upon a makeshift seat, immersed in the Daily

  Mirror.




  “Good morning, Corporal! Thunderbox a bit breezy this morning?”




  “Ah, good morning, sir! ’scuse me if I don’t get up!”




  “Don’t even think about it!” There were roars of laughter from those nearby “What’s the news?”




  “Can’t rightly say, sir,” said Metcalfe, pointing to the newspaper’s dateline. “This is last week’s. They reckon we’re winning, though!”




  “Well, if it’s in the paper it must be right, mustn’t it?”




  Rounding a traverse Thorne was temporarily halted by a carrying party with tea dixies and hayboxes, led by Colour-Sergeant Renshall. They exchanged salutes and Renshall paused while his men

  dispensed breakfast. He was below average height, a pre-war Territorial who had worked for a wholesale grocer and had slotted easily into the all-knowing, slightly conspiratorial world of

  quartermasters and their assistants.




  “Now then, Colour, what have you brought us today?”




  “There’s gunfire, sir, but no rum as it didn’t rain enough last night – accordin’ to the MO, that is, even if it is the middle of November! Then there’s

  burgoo, o’ course, there’s barkers an’ beans but no bread, ’cos by the time it reaches us from the field bakery it’s mildewed. Plenty o’ hardtack, though,

  an’ bags o’ butter an’ jam.”




  “What kind of jam?”




  “Plum an’ apple, sir.”




  “Plum and apple – for breakfast?”




  “Yessir. Nothin’ else available. By the way, sir, I picked up your ammunition indent for tomorrow on the way past.”




  “Well?”




  Renshall lowered his voice, tapping the side of his nose as he spoke: “A word to the wise, sir.” The Colour-Sergeant’s expression had become so confidential that Thorne half

  expected a secret handshake. “I’ll be bringin’ you up plenty o’ extra ammo durin’ the day – an’ two days’ iron rations!”




  Renshall winked as the implications sank in. “Dare say you’ll know the rest before too long, sir.”




  So that was it. The battalion would be going over the top next day and, as usual, it was the Quartermaster’s department which had got first wind of it. Thorne entered his dugout just as

  Marshall, the company clerk, was replacing the handset of the field telephone.




  “CO’s conference at ten ack emma, sir.”




  “Thank you, Marshall.”




  Woodruff, his batman, brought him his breakfast, which he had done his best to keep warm on the dugout’s little internal combustion stove. No sooner had he finished than the members of his

  own orders group began crowding into the confined space. They included his Second in Command, Lieutenant Adam Black, Second Lieutenant Malcolm Emerson, commanding No 5 Platoon, three sergeants

  temporarily commanding Nos 6, 7 and 8 Platoons, CSM Brodrick and Colour-Sergeant Renshall. Thus far, he could tell them nothing, concentrating instead on the routine business of strength returns,

  sick reports, working and fatigue parties, ordering an additional weapons inspection during the afternoon. There were no disciplinary cases or request men to hear so that when the group dispersed

  he began strolling towards Battalion HQ, encountering Harry Ellis, commanding A Company, as he entered the communication trench leading back to the reserve line. Ellis could be good company, but

  experience had left him with a sharp edge to his humour. If he liked you, well and good; if he didn’t, you were soon aware of the fact.




  “Something’s up, isn’t it?”




  “Looks that way. Phase lines all the way to Berlin, I expect,” said Ellis. They both laughed. Overhead a stray shell whimpered and somewhere a machine-gun fired a long burst. These

  were everyday sounds on a quiet day and not worth comment.




  At the entrance to the Battalion HQ dugout a captain wearing staff officer’s red tabs emerged, colliding with Ellis. He was tall, thin, had a large Adam’s apple and displayed

  prominent teeth in an insincere smile.




  “Sorry!” he said.




  “Ezra Slope,” said Ellis, regarding him with obvious distaste. “What brings you so close to the Hun?”
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