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Part I


WAR


Nothing except a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won.


 
ARTHUR WELLESLEY, DUKE OF WELLINGTON
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I was fifteen years old, or was it twenty, when I was thrust on to the stage of world history.1 I remember it well. The thing of it is I don’t remember anything before - just tall dark shapes walking across muddy deserts out of darkness. So my earliest memory is of a woman, a girl. No, I tell a lie. My first memory is of a butterfly, a fritillary perhaps, slowly opening and closing its wings, cinnamon coloured with intricately patterned black spots and smudges and dots, cut as with scissors into a swallow-tail, and occasionally wiping its eyes and its watch-spring proboscis with its front legs. It was sitting on a rounded mound of white skin, just inches from my eyes, a shoulder of perfect marble but for a mole or two which rose and fell almost imperceptibly as the woman beneath me breathed in and out - more easily than I, since my waist was being squeezed by arms that threatened to crush the life out of me.


Maribel was a big girl. And therefore far bigger than I. She was naturally gap-toothed, had a snub-nose, and ebony eyes that grinned a lot. Her dark hair, crudely cut, was shortish and largely hidden by the only garment she was wearing - a red scarf with white polka dots, that covered most of her head and was knotted behind her neck. Moments before she had shed a short ochre shift, a coarse black skirt and wooden sabots, after first undressing me.


A prolonged rattle of musketry about half a mile away caused her to move more sharply than before and the butterfly took off. Its weaving, dithering flight took it to a bramble in flower where it settled once more, this time to feed on blackberry-flavoured nectar extracted from the centre of a corolla made by the five pearly petals of a tiny bramble flower. Maribel lifted her head, a curiosity tinged with concern tightening her lips and creasing her brow. Then she smiled up at me, murmured in her coarse dialect, and wriggled a little, repositioning herself so my tautly stiff member could penetrate yet further.


I wriggled too and my knees squelched in the mud, cow-shit and chalky grit between her noble thighs.


The musketry which had distracted Maribel was the British army clearing its throat: that is, in order to clean the barrels of their Brown Besses each soldier had discharged his piece into the air.


Presently I discharged my piece into Maribel, but too soon for her. It did not matter. Such is the potency of youth I suffered only a momentary and partial weakening of flesh and desire and she quickly resumed her approach to ecstasy.


This was a long time coming. The problem was, she was large and I so small, my whole physique I mean, not my member, and the mounds and slopes of her thighs and pubis were such that even though he was, and is, large in terms of the rest of me, he could do little more than cross the threshold of the door she had opened so wide.


She reversed our positions. Large and huge, she was also strong and healthy. With both hands clasped about my waist she hoisted me above her, much as if I were a pet cat or puppy,  and rolling with the slight incline into the bottom of the sunken ditch or track, got me on to my back and herself over me, knees planted in the wet loam on either side of my body, hands way beyond my head, her breasts now slapping my cheeks, obscuring what I might have seen of the sky through the branches of elder and plates of elderflower above us. Positioned thus she attempted to lower her pudenda on to my gallant and manly prick which still stood to attention as straight as any bear-skinned Imperial Guardsman. Holly leaves dug into my back like a thorny penitential shirt.


A hundred thousand feet beat the ground and bands played, but not close enough to distract my Maribel. More troublesome to her were the flies, those bright brown ones that bite voraciously. A yard from her left knee there was a large wet cowpat that had attracted them initially to sup from the yellowish liquor that lay pooled in its shallow crater, but now, thirst satisfied, they sought meatier sustenance. She took a moment from what she was attempting to slap one that had settled on the shoulder that had been beneath my gaze and was now above it. She smeared its corpse from her hand and on to my stomach and then thrust it, her hand I mean, back between us, searching him out, feeding him in so I thought she’d swallow him whole, balls and all, and the rest of me behind them.


Harness jangled, a lot of harness, above a clipping and clopping of hooves, many many hooves; we heard the squelch and rattle as the six-foot rye beyond the hedge of holly, hawthorn and elder was pushed aside and trampled. Moving my head as far as I could to the left and peering up through a triangle of light fringed by the hair in her armpit, I could see pennants on the ends of steely lances briskly rise and fall with the motion of the trotting chargers beneath them. A bugle call and all as one wheeled away from the ditch and were gone. But not before the sun had flashed from the rear piece of a cuirass, as bright as a mirror.


There was a down beyond our ditch, a long, low snaking rise above rolling fields of rye tall enough to hide a man, bluey  green, more blue than green when the breeze ran its fingers through. Deep ditches like the one we were in, overhung with double canopies of elder, alder in the deeper dips, holly, hawthorn and banked with dock, sorrel, nettles, cranesbill, bugloss, and Solomon’s seal, ran down its slope. There were foxgloves too, and clouds of butterflies, small and blue, white, scarlet and black, as well as jet and cinnamon. A distant cock crowed, a blackbird sang above our heads, and a mile away the wheels of half a thousand cannon, limber carts and fourgons squealed in unharmonious discords.


Maribel snorted or sighed, hoisted one dimpled knee and milk-white thigh over my body as if dismounting a diminutive hobby horse and exposed for a moment the darkness in her heavy bush, clogged with slime. Then, sitting up on her huge buttocks, she slewed herself round, pushing up a little gelid wave of brackish mud, so we were next to each other, side by side. For a moment she sat forward, arms spread across her raised knees, turned her head and shook it again so her black hair streaked with russet mud moved lankly beneath her polka-dot scarf and across her massive alabaster shoulders. She frowned, pouted, adjusted the scarf and thought. Then she curled her heavy arm about my waist and, pushing a little and mumbling imprecations until I caught on what she wanted, had me astride her once-again recumbent torso but with my back to her face and my head between her thighs.


Her odours were magnificent. Farmyard shit behind sweet, musky hawthorn blossom. I suffocated. I gasped, pulled back. Heaved in the foetid air and plunged back in. I went to work, the earth shook, the thunder roared in my ears. I flattened my shoulders and chest across her rounded stomach, reached under and between and got two fingers up her bum. That did it - she spasmed and so did I.


The rolling thunder went on, and the earth continued to shake.


She rolled me off her, squelch into the mud, and sat up facing me. Her head was framed by an oval of light at the end  of the green tunnel we sat in. She smiled at me, a silly smile, part shy, part triumphant, making twin moons of her apple cheeks. She panted a little, then spoke, head up and on one side, searching the dappled leaves, blossom and sunlight. I can’t be sure what she said, but I’d guess, Englished, it went like this.


‘What the fuck is going on?’


‘A battle?’ said I.


A sphere, iron, a foot or more in diameter, fused with a spluttering string, dropped through the canopy twenty feet behind her, trundled down the slope towards her, the fuse hissed and disappeared and the shell exploded. Fragments of casing and several pounds’ weight of musket balls screamed through the air, tearing down leaves, twigs and elder blossom. A piece of casing nearly severed her head and four balls smashed their way into her back. She fell forward, over her knees, on to her face.


I owe her much. Had she not sheltered me from the blast, albeit unwittingly, I should have been blown to bits.
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In such moments one acts rationally. Lightning, they say, does not strike in the same place twice. However, a shell fired from a howitzer with the same charge, in the same direction, with the muzzle at the same elevation, might. I ran up the ditch away from poor Maribel, avoiding the still smoking pieces of jagged iron, as fast as my bare feet slithering in cow-shit and snared with brambles would let me, and found a sort of tiny cave, more like a foxhole really but not as deep, where the mossy roots of an overarching hazel, growing in the bank, had been partly washed away leaving a nest like a loosely woven basket. I crawled into this hole - it would not have been big enough to shelter a normal lad of my age - and half on my side pulled my knees up to my chin. I put my thumb into my mouth, breaking off only to brush away the flies that wanted to make a meal of Maribel’s blood, still smeared across my neck and shoulder and in my hair.


The noise receded somewhat, came and went, a jumble of bugle calls, shouts, marching feet, trotting hooves, jangling accoutrements near by, distant sounds of intermittent music as bands played and bagpipes wailed, and the steady almost  unbroken rumbling roar of distant artillery. That a battle was in progress I was now certain, but, it seemed to me, in spite of the shell that had killed Maribel, its epicentre was way off to the west: only occasionally did a gun bang away near by, or musketry briefly rattle.


I thought of my clothes: a shirt, a blue coat and white trousers cut down to fit me, albeit loosely. They had belonged to Maribel’s brother, a fusilier in the Grande Armée, who lay up in the farm nursing the stumps of his foot and hand, fallen off on account, they said, of the cold coming back from Moscow, wherever that was. Anyway his clothes, uniform really, were where I had left them, bundled up in the ditch five paces beyond Maribel’s torn body.


I racked my brains trying to work out where I was in relation to the farm buildings Maribel had led me away from. Her father had said the cattle were to be kept stabled that day, on account of the quantity of soldiers in the area. Her normal occupation was to herd these huge kine, uddered like barrels, with stalactites of green saliva drooling from their mouths, along the double-hedged ditch and up on to the pasture on the ridge they called the mount of St John where she watched over them until evening milking time. But that day he had sent her, with me as her helper, with a fardel of hazel branches on her back, to block off gaps that the soldiers in the area had made in the hedges.


Clearly I could go back the way I had come, but this I was loth to do. First, Maribel’s torn remains lay in my path, and secondly I did not feel I wanted to venture along that winding tunnel of bushes and trees until I had gained some knowledge of what now lay at the end of it. Consequently, naked as I still was, I grasped the smooth trunk of my hazel and hoisted myself up through its leafy twigs to the level of the field above.


Having climbed for a hundred yards or so in that first fright I was now almost at the point where the floor rose to the level of the land around it; I was therefore in something of a vantage point, having a long view along the rise to my right, while to my left the rye-covered slopes rolled down to a shallow and  wide bottom before climbing again to a similar rise whose crest was a thousand yards or so to the south. The immense amphitheatre that lay spread before me was so filled with animation, movement, death and glory that it quite seized my breath and for a time held me, driving from my mind almost all thoughts of self-preservation.


On my side of the wide shallow valley I could see a line of capped or shakoed heads behind a hedge of muskets, the muzzles of cannon and a fluttering flag or two. Small groups of mounted officers hacked along the path or track in front of them, occasionally reining in to point their telescopes and spy-glasses across the valley to the further side. Occasionally round shot hit the wet earth and grass in front of them, spewing up a little storm of mud or bouncing on into the lines beyond.


A solitary tree, an elm not full grown, stood on the ridge about halfway along the rise, marking a crossroads where a proper road, a paved chaussée, cut right down the southern slope and up the side of the northern one. Under its branches was a larger group of horsemen, a dozen or so, some uniformed, some in riding clothes such as gentlemen might wear for a day following hounds. In their centre and a little to the front of the rest was a man in a small fore and aft cocked hat wearing a dark blue coat, white breeches and black boots that came midway up his calves.


Thus the rise to my right. It compared ill with that to my left. Here was a mighty army, formed up in oblong blocks of men, a couple of hundred across, eighty or so deep, each uniformed in its own way, many in blue, but black, yellow, brown and orange featured too. I don’t know how many, maybe eighty thousand men all told, with batteries of cannon between them and on the rise above them. And even as my gaze swept along all these pieces flashed as one, white smoke billowed from every muzzle, the report of their powder seemed to bend the air which was filled with screaming shot, a terrible storm of it that lasted twenty minutes or more and seemed to drive the redcoats back from their rise, leaving no doubt hundreds of dead, dying, mutilated and broken bodies behind them.


Drums began to beat, hundreds of them, trumpets brayed, bands played the ‘Revolutionary Hymn’ and one by one those solid blocks of men began to move down into the bottom, trampling what rye still stood in just such a way as I expected they would soon be trampling what was left of the raggle-taggle army that had all but disappeared behind the ridge on my side. Several things now seemed to happen almost at once. Though I shall take them in due order you must believe one followed another as quickly as one swallow might track the flight of another in an evening sky.


First, the ridge that had seemed deserted suddenly filled with men, marshalled in double ranks, each rank a couple of hundred strong, then a gap into which cannon were trundled with remarkable speed, the gunners heaving and hauling on the spokes to drag them through the mud, then two more ranks, and so forth for a distance along the ridge of five hundred paces or more. Most wore uniforms of orange and buff and for a moment or two stood firm, firing volley after volley into the massed columns before them. The progress of these seemed to stammer but those behind pressed those in front, their officers capered and hallooed, waving their plumed hats and swords. They surged up the last ten or twenty paces, closing with the men who faced them and driving them back to a low and now much damaged hedge that ran along the side of the road.


All circumstances favoured the attackers who had no more slope to contend with and saw for the most part only the backs of their opponents. Keeping line and station they poured on to the ridge which flattened into a plateau, so their foremost ranks were almost beyond my sight, when suddenly all seemed to stop, and a shudder, such as a bull in a bullfight might make when the picador’s pike finds its withers, ran through all, and through the bedlam I heard bugles call, bagpipes play, and above the caps of the Frenchmen I could see, here and there, along the line, three Union flags, billowing in the breeze though already torn with shot. Volleys rang out in terrible unison and then a sudden glitter of bayonets ran along the  ridge and the hedge that were the limit of my view and over they came like a crest of breaking surf, thundering out of the ocean on to a windswept beach, a double line of redcoats.


Out near the front of them a thickset man of some years, dressed in a shabby grey greatcoat, beneath a high top hat, whirled a furled umbrella from the back of his horse, but for a moment only: a ball took him in the head and hurled him backwards into the mêlée.


But now it was steel against steel, bayonet against bayonet, and I doubt many of his men saw him go so fiercely were they engaged. The columns staggered, here and there fell back, but again the press of men behind was too great, and slowly their sheer weight pushed their wounded and dying in front of them and even under their boots as they went on back again over the ridge. Especially those in the third column I could see had reached the hedge whence they poured shot across the road into the thin lines in front of them. Almost along the whole ridge now it seemed the French would push through and by sheer weight of numbers, at least two to one, push back their opponents, even cause them to break and run. But now that straight figure with the short fore and aft cocked hat appeared on his chestnut charger, rallied a line of men, made them form up and in the nick of time waved his hat in a circle above his short-cropped hair and, through the smoke that billowed about him, directed a volley at point-blank range at the horde that was on the point of overwhelming them.


And then, even nearer my hazel tree, where the fourth column of French was just clambering on to the flat at about the place where my sunken path levelled up and formed a junction with the road on the ridge, came a sudden wailing of bagpipes and a double line of kilted Scotsmen came over the rise and hurled themselves with claymores and bayonets into the mass in front of them, many of whom, so sudden and fierce was the onslaught upon them, began to wheel away from the crest, in a movement across the slope rather than up it, and many broke ranks and fled.


But in spite of these two successes the battle was clearly lost, they were no more than boulders in a flood, enough to cause an eddy and break the flow where they were but not enough to stem or dam the tide. Or so I thought. By now I had myself been caught up in the horror and fury of the contest, had climbed my hazel tree, though keeping as much of its thin branches as I could between me and the battle, and naked as I still was found myself hallooing on the gallant men who had carried all before them and driven the British and their allies out of their position and were on the point of finally crushing them. This seemed to me, young and ignorant as I was, the most desirable outcome, if for no other reason than that the only clothes I had, still on the sunken path behind me, were those of a French fusilier.


However, three single notes, high and piercing, blown from a single bugle, cut through the pandemonium like a cheese wire. The call was taken up. In response to it I could see how many of the redcoats and kilted Scots attempted to disengage from the French and form discrete squares or columns with gaps between them. For a moment or two some French did indeed flood into these gaps but then paused and turned, and ran helter-skelter back through the hedge, some pausing to seek its shelter but most crashing pell-mell into the host that still toiled up the slope behind them.


The cause of this turnabout became immediately apparent. All along the front a mass of horsemen appeared, big men on big horses with very big swords. The mêlée was now so dense and confused and filled with smoke that I could only mark those nearest to me. It was a sight of such terror, savagery, magnificence and horror that it even now haunts me some thirty-seven years later as I write.


The horses were all greys, white or dappled, but all huge. Their eyes rolled white, spume flew from their bits, their snorting nostrils flared, cavernous and red, their club-like hooves shod with steel hurled clods of mud behind them, crushing flesh and bone beneath them. And the men. Giants, in black cockaded bonnets, heavily moustached, eyes furious and red, red as their tunics,  and those swords . . . three feet long, six inches broad, weighty as axes, with brass basket hilts adding yet more, they inflicted damage as savage as that caused by a cannon shot fired at point-blank range into a man’s chest. I saw one man’s head sliced like a loaf so his face dropped clean off and he kicked it with his own feet before he fell; another took a blow on his shoulder that went at a slant clean through and across his chest, right down to his waist on the other side so one half of his body fell away and his heart and liver plopped out on a cascade of blood.


The French columns became a seething, milling crowd. Some flung down their arms and ran at the British infantry which just moments before they were about to overwhelm, shouting ‘prisonnier, s’il vous plaît, prisonnier’, or turned and ran, or threw themselves on the ground with arms pulled over their heads.


These cavalry were madmen. The bloodlust of their Viking ancestors, for these were Scots as well, had them in its grip, and on they went, cutting and hewing and trampling, down into the bottom of the valley and then labouring against the slope and mud up the other side. They charged the guns. They actually charged the guns, and here their savagery was at its worst for these gunners had taken dreadful toll of the ranks on the ridge, and all were smashed, cut to pieces, or ridden down by those terrible hooves, the cannon overturned and tumbled.


They had gone too far. Their horses were blown, they no longer presented serried ranks, it was each for each, and as they milled about in reckless disorder, many not knowing now what was expected of them, more bugles sounded, distantly to my ears for now they were some thousand paces away and cohorts of lancers, Polish I believe they were, came over the hill and down upon them, skewering riders and horses alike with weapons not as dreadful as those swords but just as deadly and held, of course, so the lancers themselves were beyond the reach of those mighty sabres.


The Scots were reluctant to go, but eventually a few hundred perhaps hacked back across the field of corpses and more than one horse that I saw carried two men: it seemed that, big  though the men were, there was room on their backs for two.2  The lancers having achieved their object held back, more disciplined than their opponents, ready to fight again if needed, while the British cavalry was now all but spent.


The battle was neither won nor lost. It would go on. I had watched much of it, had been moved by elation, a wild excitement that had me hollering at times. But now, as I clung still to the hedge I was in, high enough to see across what was left of the rye, it was horror that swept over me, horror and the cold, relentless grip of abject terror. I had seen men, enormous numbers of men, die in the foulest ways imaginable, and others reduced to a sort of purity of spirit that turned them into killing engines, a purity that denied all the complexity and subtlety that makes a man a human, that purity of spirit that characterises the bigot, the rabid dog, the focused tiger, the strike of an eagle, all savage claws and tearing beak. In front of me men still screamed and moaned, nursing shattered bones that stuck out of their clothes, hopelessly shoving knapsacks or blankets into the holes from which their lifeblood pumped, staring at spilled intestines, hoping perhaps they belonged to someone else. In the spaces where no men lay the very soil and trampled corn had changed colour - the dun darkness of clay was streaked and pooled with blood. But it was the smell that finally made me retch and vomit and drove me away - men shit and wet themselves when they are mutilated or die. Blood itself carries a heavy iron tang. And most of the men, dead, dying or picking their way back up the hill, were drunk on the cheapest of spirits whose fumes added their poison to the rest. The acrid smell of burnt powder drifted in the miasma of smoke that settled in the hollows untouched by what little wind there now was. In short, and to make no more of a meal of it, it seemed best to me to be out of it and off.
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I let myself slip down through the branches until my toes could search out and find a hold on the roots, then I twisted my torso and let myself go the rest of the way. I landed, crouched over my bare knees on the floor of the sunken path, facing downhill. I came to poor Maribel. She was still on her knees, broken ribs thrusting through the fat-edged holes in her back, bum in the air, smashed head resting on one arm in front of her, the other flung out in what must have been a final and instinctive attempt to break her fall. Ten yards beyond her lay my clothes, and hers, heaped beneath a holly bush. I pulled on her brother’s cutdown jacket and trousers. The coarse material chafed against the scratches my back and legs had sustained, some from Maribel’s squared off and grubby nails, and the trousers rasped on genitals that still felt the effect of her less than subtle handling. My glans especially was so swollen that it resembled a peeled shallot.


The track I was on ran down to the floor of the valley, took a dog leg half-left, passed the gates to a larger farm then almost immediately the wicker fence of her father’s which was a more humble affair of cob walls and thatched roofs. I hurried on  beneath the branches of a gnarled and lichened apple tree, indeed slunk past not wishing to be the bearer of melancholy tidings regarding the daughter of the house.


A little further on the path met a brook or ditch which it followed into a small hamlet. I realised that if I were spotted by any of the people in these places, I would be called in, I would be questioned as to the whereabouts and fate of Maribel, and almost certainly constrained to remain among them. This I did not want. A battle was raging. By dusk it would be decided one way or another. These places would at the very least be commandeered as field hospitals. In all probability they would be ransacked, pillaged, the women raped, the men slaughtered. I had seen enough of war to know how soldiers behave after a battle whether won or lost. I decided I needed to be further off yet. A sudden swelling in the awful roar of guns behind me told me I was right. A horse or even a donkey would have helped, but my feet would have to do.


I took a right turn out of the hamlet and climbed a gentle rise through orchards and copses, glancing over my shoulder every now and then back to the clouds of smoke that seemed to merge with the low grey rain clouds that drifted intermittently above them. The concatenated cacophony of battle, already at this distance melded into a relentless roar like continuous thunder, rolled on, prompting unremitting urgency, panic even, to my none too clean heels which soon carried me along a track that threaded dense and extensive woodland.


At last I began to feel safe, at least temporarily out of harm’s way. My jogging run slowed to a brisk walk, I struggled to breathe less quick and noisy, even pulled a leafy switch off a birch branch to chase off the flies that pursued me. An orange squirrel flashed up the smooth grey trunk of a giant beech, and an enamelled cock pheasant scampered across my path. Imagine my horror then when a bend in the track showed me the edge of the wood thinning out. Light and sky appeared in front of me and I found I was looking at the backs, a hundred  paces away, of a hundred horsemen, some mounted, some standing at their horses’ heads.


They wore brass helmets with black plumes, green uniforms with red facings, and carried small muskets and curved sabres scabbarded in silver. Among them were some six pieces of cannon with heavier horses tethered behind them, cropping the short grass on the edge of the wood. I had no idea what nationality they were, nor whose side they were on.


I was faced, I calculated, with three courses of action. I could go back the way I had come, I could hide under a bush in the undergrowth which was thicker near the edge of the forest, I could climb a tree. I chose the last option. I often feel there is a lot of cat in me, and it is what a cat would have done. The lowest branches of the bigger trees were beyond my reach, but a glance around me revealed a silver birch that had rotted the way they sometimes do, and fallen against a sturdier beech. The former provided a stairway into the beechen green heaven of the latter, and in moments I was perched in the fork of a forest giant some twelve feet above the path I had been on. By pushing aside a swag of leaves I could see the troops at the end of it.


Within moments there was a sudden commotion among them: the hussars formed up in two triple lines on both sides of the guns, the gunners rammed home cartridges of powder, shot and wadding, officers checked the sighting of each, a sabre flashed and boomaboomboom they all went off almost together, briefly veiling their crews in white smoke which quickly dispersed as they swabbed out the barrels and reloaded. A battle in miniature now developed, and, though I could only sense what was happening, it was not difficult to guess how it was proceeding.


First the guns continued their salvos for a further ten minutes or so, then a bugle call sent the first three files of horsemen over the ridge and out of sight. Presently they returned, but some wounded, some dying, filtering through the ranks which had remained behind and forming up again. The guns resumed  for a shorter space, and then the second three files went over. This time the fighting was nearer; I could hear the pop of muskets, the clash of swords, the neighing and indeed screaming of horses. In short my friends, if indeed they were my friends, were being driven in, a perception confirmed as the guns were suddenly and briskly limbered up, their horses harnessed and, a moment or two later, with whips cracking and much hallooing their teams drove them along the path and under my perch, the men’s red faces streaked black with powder, their lips snarling in their hurry to get away. What was left of the hussars followed, but in better order, squadrons in line abreast facing the way they had come until those behind had passed between them, and so on, horse and foot, turn and turn about, past my tree and into the dim fastnesses of the forest through which I had come.


Several were wounded and some dying; indeed one young officer, almost the last of the pack, who held his reins in his mouth and contrived to prevent his left arm from falling off by holding it in place with his right, keeled over as his horse ambled beneath me. He landed face up, his countenance contorted in the grim rictus of a painful death.


Almost he was my undoing.


I could not help but see a large gold locket on a gold chain that had been cut by the blow that killed him, causing the locket to flop through the bloody slash that had sliced his breast as well as his arm. He also had a silver-handled pistol holstered at his side. Now I was very conscious that I had no means of support or survival about me. I was yet more hungry than before, and it occurred to me that if I could not buy food with the gold, I might obtain it by resorting to the methods of the footpad or highwayman by using the pistol. Consequently I slid down my angled birch trunk and began to rummage about the body of the dead hussar.


‘Siesprechenmitmeinoberfuehrerderwinkelmittoffenbachgoetheundhummelichhabenderschmalz .’


Confused by the sounds of the retreating hussars and their  artillery, with the rumble of the greater battle still in my ears which in any case were somewhat numbed by all they had already been battered with, I had failed to notice the approach of yet another hussar but differently uniformed, this time in blue with white frogging, different that is from the one whose body I was attempting to plunder. I may not have transliterated his words with any exactness since they were strained through an enormous moustache, and I have very little German, which was the language I supposed him to be using, but I believe I understood the gist.


I froze with terror as his sabre rasped out of its scabbard, and, kneeling as I was, waited for the stroke which I was sure would take off my head. Well, froze is not quite right. Actually I shit-ted myself.


However, his execution of my execution was postponed sine die by the arrival of several more like him, one of whom was openly weeping.


‘Countwilhelmvonschwerinmiteinrondschottinbitztodist,’ he wailed, in so far as his moustache allowed. They all had moustaches, big hairy affairs, spiked with grease at the ends.


‘Gottinhimmelweristderkommandant?’


‘Vonbulowsichisthierbereits.’


‘Achso.’


Following their gaze in the direction from which they had come I could now see a considerable body of horse fanning out from the track across the edge of the wood, and hear too the squeal of cannon wheels which preceded their appearance. Behind them, not yet visible but clearly audible, an oompapapah brass band played a Bohemian march to the tune Papa Haydn filched for his ploughman’s whistle in The Seasons. The troopers’ attention shifted back to me.


‘Weristdis?’


‘Einfranzisker?’


Well, I won’t bother you with any more of my cod German, suffice it to say that I managed to persuade them that I was no Frenchman at all, but rather an Englishman sent to spy on the  French, how otherwise would it be that I was trying to get at documents the French hussar no doubt had pocketed inside his tunic?


The second of the Germans, who wore a sergeant’s chevrons on his shoulder, had enough English to understand most of what I said and he escorted me to a man I took to be a staff officer from the sash he wore over his shoulder. And so, stage by stage, I was passed down the line and up the hierarchy, and down the hill, until I reached a huge fat old man with the biggest moustache of all, and a load of bullion on his shoulders. He had a red face, was sweating a lot, and seemed to be in some pain, a condition he alleviated by quaffing liquor from a crystal jug with a pewter lid. Nevertheless, two of his aides rode beside him and frequently reached out supporting hands to keep him from falling off his big black horse. His name I misheard as Marshal Belchum. Remember, especially while you read the next page or so, my ears were still both ringing and numbed by the sound of battle.


Using an interpreter whose English was less than adequate he asked me where he might find his kamerad Willingdone. How the fuck should I know? I thought.


‘Hedgehog Willingdone,’ they insisted.


‘Hedgehog?’ I asked. ‘Is it his first name?’


‘Nein, nein. His given name is Achtour. Herzog Achtour Willingdone. The Kommandant of the Dutch and Belgian army. Al zo the Inglanders.’


‘Ah,’ I said, the light beginning to dawn, ‘you mean Arthur Wellington. But he’s not a hedgehog.’


‘Nein hedgehog. Herzog.’


‘Not a Herzog either. As far as I know.’


At this the interpreter, a tall man with a long square jaw, hitherto pale but now reddening up nicely, stamped his foot, so his spurs jingled.


‘He is ein Herzog, ein Prinz, ein erzherzog, a duck. A Superduck.’


‘Ah,’ I said again. ‘I’m with you. The Duck, Duke of  Wellington, is over there,’ I waved a hand up the hill, ‘losing a battle.’


‘How far?’


I thought. The hill, the forest, the village, the farms, and that was only the outer edge of it all. ‘Four, five miles,’ I hazarded.


‘Show us the way.’


Not bloody likely. I’d just spent the last hour or so getting as much distance between myself and the killing fields as time and a feeble frame allowed.


‘Just follow the path,’ I said, ‘straight through the forest.’ Inspiration came. ‘March towards the sound of the guns.’


Marshal Belcher, or whoever, shouted a reply, had a coughing fit, another dose of schnapps, and barked again while one of his aides sponged down his sashed, starred and medalled stomach with a dirty napkin. The gist relayed through the interpreter was that I was to be taken back to the front of the column and that I was to be nailed to a tree the moment the kapitan in charge of me surmised I was failing to do my duty. In short, I was to be their guide.


He concluded his order with his favourite word of command, bellowed even louder than the rest: ‘Vorwärts!’ which doesn’t mean ‘four warts’ but ‘forwards’.


On the way back up the hill, with a larger escort than before, we passed a burial party shovelling the remains of a cavalry officer into a couple of farmer’s hay bags, the hay, freshly mown so you could see the daisies and immortelles still amongst the grass, had been tipped out of them and a solitary riderless horse was making a meal of it. He, the horse that is, had a lot of blood on his neck and back, and one booted leg still dragged from one of his stirrups. The gentlemen with me crossed themselves as we passed. I guessed this was the count, whatever, reported knocked to bitz by the French round shot.


On the plateau at the top, with the forest stretched in front of us, a brigade of horse and a few guns were already deployed in front of the woods, making a line some two to three hundred  paces across the path. I managed to cast a glance back over the valleys and downs below. Winding through a village and all the way up the hill was a very considerable army, or corps at any rate, infantry on the road, and ammunition waggons, guns, and so forth, with cavalry out in the fields on either side, flags and a couple of bands playing. A brave sight, though I noticed some of the flags were already holed and tattered, and many of the men wore bandages or slings. Clearly they had already been knocked about a bit and I rather hoped, for their sakes, that they would be spared a further drubbing at the end of their march. In short, it occurred to me, I’d be doing them a favour if I got them lost in the forest.


However, I felt the threat to nail me to a tree was not an idle one and I resolved after all to do the best I could. This was not as easy as it may sound. Most forests, and this was no exception, are crissed and crossed by numerous paths and tracks - some the frequented paths of deer and such like, others marking the shortest or most manageable route between habitations, as well as those left by foresters themselves marking where timber has been cut and dragged or carted to sawmills and charcoal burners. Nor was the noise of battle much help since it seemed to stretch right across the westerly semicircle in front of us.


Fortunately the army’s progress was slow, very slow, since its commanders, fearing an ambush, insisted on maintaining the extended line on both sides of the path, a line which had to push its way through thickets and plantations sometimes so close that a horse could not squeeze between the trunks nor its rider get his head low enough beneath its boughs. Thus I was given time at the many junctions to make a judgement as to which path to follow, and for the most part I got it right.


Nevertheless, an hour or more followed during which we covered scarcely as much as a mile and a half towards the roar of guns, while the noise we made, as of undergrowth crushed, branches snapping, horses snorting, gun wheels screeching, soldiers cursing and crows cackling as we passed beneath them, mingled with the sounds of battle. A heavy closeness settled on  us as spells of hot sunlight penetrated the canopy and gnats and midges came in clouds about our heads. Still, the inevitable arrived, the trees thinned to an orchard and then, at last, the rolling plain opened again before us.


Thus it was that the Prussian army arrived, guided by me, on to the field of a battle which would have been lost without them. This was neither the first nor the last occasion on which I saved Europe from barbarism. I trust this consideration will be borne in mind should my affairs be brought to judgement.
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The battle had shrunk in the time I had been away. Nothing much was happening in the ground nearest to us. In so far as the hollow or bottom between the ridges was a hollow, though it appeared, from the slight eminence we were on, to roll and rise and drop in such gentle undulations you would not call it a valley, it was filled with the dead and dying, a square mile or so of them, not lying at ease, but twisted and wrenched, broken and butchered, smashed to pieces by sabre and shot. Many lay in discernible formations, parts of a column, a square of redcoats, a troop of gunners with their engine a mangled wreck amongst them, and so on. And all of it seemed to no purpose, for on our left the shrunken columns of mainly blue were still formed up where they had been, while along the ridge to our right, but with far wider gaps between them, short lines of redcoats could be seen.


But further off, almost two miles away, the battle raged on along the northern ridge and just below it. The farm on the Brussels road, beneath the elm tree, was the centre of it. Beneath clouds of smoke, cannon flashed, volleys sparkled along the crest and in the buildings themselves an inferno of  steel and shot continued to rage between ever decreasing numbers of men. And those with telescopes or whatever could make out how, along the thousand paces beyond the elm, the French were launching wave after wave of cavalry charges, interspersed with prolonged bombardments from the cannon that still blazed away from the southern rise. Clearly it was only a matter of time before the red lines would break, the squares give in, the last cannon manned by the British overturned or unmanned by the slaying of its crew.


Indeed, even as we debouched out of the thicker woods into the orchards and smaller copses below, mounted couriers arrived to tell us so, pleading that the relief we brought should be immediately deployed. Yet, the rules of war must be observed, and all must be done in due order and in the proper fashion. First the Prussian cavalry formed up on the lower slopes, then the light troops in open order who would skirmish ahead of us, and finally the heavy infantry drawn up in the lines prescribed half a century earlier by Frederick, the Great Sodomist, himself.


This delay also had the advantage of allowing Marshal Blusher, or whatever, to lollop up among us, still supported by his aides. He handed his crystal mug to one aide, took a spyglass from the other, wiped his eye with the linen napkin and slowly, very slowly, surveyed the whole scene. The purple bruised clouds were gathering again to the west and from time to time obscuring the sun which was by now almost in his eyes where the cloud allowed it, though, it being almost the summer solstice, sunset was four, even five, hours off.


His glass swung from the small farm on the south side to the one still contested on the north and back again to a largish village with a church, in front of the road and in a slight dip to our left. Swinging thus he could see that the main body of French, not then engaged, lay well in front of this village and so he took it into his head that to march on it would initiate a circling movement bringing him to the rear flank of the enemy, possibly, if they committed themselves even further to their attack  on the British and Dutch, permitting him even to get behind them.


He snapped up his glass and bellowed again: ‘Vorwärts!’ and off we all went.


I am no strategist, tactician or master of the arts of war, but one thing was clear. By setting off thus obliquely in a south-westerly direction he was doing nothing to bring immediate aid to his allies, the hard-pressed Dutch and Belgians on his right. Though perhaps he thought that since they had held the line all day he could leave them to continue to do so. Moreover, by withdrawing into the village itself, Plancenoit it was called, the French were giving themselves a highly defensible redoubt from which they would not be easily shifted.


And so it turned out. It took four hours, until sunset and the very end of the battle, and three-quarters of the Prussian army, to get the French out of Plancenoit, and the space between the Prussians and the Dutch and Belgians was continually threatened for three of them until the final Prussian corps came up and plugged the gap - but all this you will have read, as indeed have I, in the dispatches, memoirs and history books that have poured from all the presses of Europe these last four decades.


What, meanwhile, was I doing?


Not a lot. Having brought Marshal Bulcher to the field, my usefulness was expended. I was now ignored, a state of being that I have learned to relish. It has always been my inclination to stand by and observe. I have not been a doer. Out of the way, yes, but nevertheless on the lookout, the qui vive, a watcher. And, when paid, a recorder of events.


However, my desire to be out of it was frustrated. Behind me were some eight thousand men drawn up in solid lines several files deep and marching relentlessly to the beat of drums. There was, in brief, no way back. They trod on my heels and pushed me vorwärts with bayonets and butts. Once I simulated a stumble over a wretchedly screaming voltigeur who had lost an ear and the side of his cheek below it, being prepared to be trampled rather than face the shot and shell that were thudding into  the ranks around me, but the officious sergeant hauled me up by the collar and pushed me on.


On we went over trampled rye littered with bodies, dead horses, smashed cannon and so on, beneath billowing smoke and occasional squalls of rain, through churned-up mud and blood, heading always more downhill than up towards the steeple of the church in Plancenoit, the French defending every yard of the way with cavalry charges, bombardment and fusillades but rarely coming close enough to contest the ground with bayonets. After nearly two hours of this, during which we covered a bare two thousand paces, we came to a rise a few feet or so higher than the village and achieved a sort of lull while the artillery came up and proceeded to bombard the houses that clustered round the church, now thickly garrisoned. On our right, I could make out a line of bushes still apparent though much shattered, winding back across the ground, and I realised that it must mark another sunken track much like the one I had left poor Maribel in so many hours before.


All in all I felt the whole business had become too much like the playing fields of Eton, and I decided to do what I could to get out of it.


Taking advantage of a shell that exploded some twenty yards away and whose blast of broken metal took off the head of the officious sergeant, I contrived partly to run and partly crawl the hundred or so yards that took me to it. I pushed my way through brambles and elder and rolled down into it. Once thus below the general level that was swept with lead and iron, I crawled on my stomach over and round a dead horse and into a pool, an inch or two deep, of mud and blood, edged by a clump of bedraggled and shell-shocked alder.


For a moment or two I considered my situation, in a somewhat wild and delirious way. It seemed to me that however incompetently led they might be by the ancient, drunken and possibly wounded Bloocher, the result of the battle could no longer be expected to favour the armies of the Emperor Mapoleum and the Frenchness of my jacket and trousers might  count against me at the end of the day. Therefore I wriggled out of them, and, naked as I was again, assumed the posture and contours of a corpse and, exhausted by stress, fear, physical exertion, hunger and even the after-effects of spending myself twice for Maribel so many hours earlier, passed out into a sort of half-waking, half-unconscious coma. Oddly, I felt freshened by my nakedness, cleaner though filthy, more myself somehow, divested of all pretence.


I came properly to in a sort of stillness and the fading light of a falling dusk. My ears sang as if my head had been battered by a malevolent schoolteacher, but the roar cleared as I half sat and shook my head. I looked around. The scene had changed. The hedge and alder and so forth had been flattened, though a trunk or two still poked up out of the mud, white shards and shredded bark, like shattered teeth. A dead horse and a further five dead men had joined me while I slept, in uniforms of various hues, contorted by the wounds that had killed them: one smashed by a cannon ball he had taken in his chest, one sabre-slashed with a blow that had typically gone diagonally through collarbone and scapula, through his chest and into his stomach so one half of his torso and his left arm had flopped to one side of the rest, exposing the spongy lungs inside. Worst of all was a pair of bonneted Scotsmen, skewered together by a single lance, the rear one still clutching his one-time saviour round the waist, chest pressed into his mucker’s back. ‘Did you think I would leave you dying?’ I imagined the rider saying as he allowed his mate to climb aboard behind him.


And so on. The tiny pool and its streams had been churned up so as to be indistinguishable from the mud by hundreds of horseshoes and boots. Such liquid as now settled in the prints, running down the slopes from above, was made up of human blood rather than water.


Gradually my humming ears attuned themselves to the buzz of noise around and distant. Gunfire still rumbled, but a mile or more away and only intermittently. Nearer at hand a chorus  of tuneless, disharmonious moans and groans was pierced by occasional screams that cut through the rest like a hot knife through butter. I breathed in, making the mistake of using my nose. Again the smell was appalling. Burnt powder cut with the sour iron smell of spilled blood, worse than the stench of any abattoir or shambles. Shit and urine too, and the bily smell of vomit. I looked up, my eyes drawn by the cackling of a hundred or more large crows that suddenly filled the portion of sky I could see above me, disturbed perhaps from eating at one spot, and seeking another.


One let drop a gobbet of fresh meat which fell, splat, in the mud a yard from me and slightly behind, leading me to look over my shoulder, and then up. On the rise above me, silhouetted against angry clouds taking on the tinges of a summer sunset, two men stood. Their cutaway jackets of red and white, their white soft chamois leather breeches and shin-high boots, were splattered with mud and blood, but they appeared to be unharmed, though one supported his left hand in the fastenings of his jacket.


‘I say. It’s young Charlie, I’m sure. Has to be. Can’t be two like him.’


‘Damnme, George, has to be. Can’t be two like him.’


‘Where’s his togs then? When he turned up he was wearing an ensign’s uniform. Eighty-eighth. Connaughts.’


‘Damnme George. You’re right. Lost his togs.’


‘Must be dead meat and some bastard has had ’m off him.’


‘Damnme George, poor Charlie, eh? Miss him though he was a cunning little bugger. Still . . . press on, what?’


They picked their way through the corpses, along the ridge above me, and presently were gone.


Clothes? I knelt up, straightening my torso, and looked around, knuckles still in the mud, saw the tunnel of bushes forming the double hedge and the rising banks of the ditch I had crawled down, all smashed and churned and littered like the rest with the twisted bodies of men and horses which had fallen into it. I heaved myself into an upright position, my  joints cracking and prodding me with pain as I did so, and looked about for the clothes I had taken off.


They were gone or so muddied, bloodied and maybe covered by a corpse that I could not see them. However, something of what I had just heard filtered into my confused mind and I recollected that they were not the clothes of a British ensign but of a French fusilier.


‘Charles,’ I said to myself, using the name I had just been given, sounding the ‘ch’ of Charles as if it were a ‘sh’, and failing to sound the s, ‘si tu es français tu es fouté’. Then in English, which came with equal fluency, ‘Charles, if you’re French, you’re fucked’.


I walked, or rather stumbled, back to my churned-up puddle and looked around for a suitable red coat, but one so arranged that I could with some ease take it off its present incumbent. For this reason I rejected a poor fellow who still looked with clouded surprise at the haft of the lance that had fastened his coat more or less permanently to his chest and back and presently found another, a young lad only a foot or so taller than I, clearly, from the broken instrument at his side, a drummer-boy, propped sitting against a fence post looking with equal puzzlement at the stumps where his legs had been and through which his life had bled away. It was a struggle, and I was tired and sick, but I managed it. I put this new coat on. Its tails trailed the ground, and its cuffs, turned up and buttoned with regimental brass, flopped below my hands if I let them, but I wrapped it round my hairy body and relished the warmth it brought with it.


I am more than averagely hirsute, as well as only four feet and eight inches high, but apart from a barrel of a chest, and only slightly bowed legs, more or less perfectly formed. Back then, nearly forty years ago, my chest and legs were more like other men’s than they are now.


Thus clad I began to pick my way up the slopes and across the ditches towards the southern ridge, arguing to myself that clearly the redcoats who had begun the battle on the northern  ridge had won, and therefore they would have moved across the wide valley. What was I looking for? I am not sure. Food perhaps, something drinkable to slake an importunate thirst certainly, means by which I could identify myself with and perhaps join the company of the victors. From the clothes I had discovered, and stirrings of memory, a readiness in the first instance to speak French and so forth, it seemed to me that possibly I had been on the wrong side at the outset of the engagement and prior to it as well. It seemed prudent to reestablish myself as an Englishman.


The landscape I walked through was a picture of hell. Smoke drifted across it from patches of rye that smouldered listlessly from the cartridge papers of discharged muskets. Bodies lay broken, those still alive moaned and shrieked. The living searched for friends among the dead or brought them succour. Some struggled down the hill and back up the other side, carrying the wounded on greatcoats slung between two muskets, though in fact most of the wounded and dead on these slopes were French and the victors were content to leave them where they lay. Some indeed turned corpses over and ransacked their pockets, pulled rings from fingers, sought what might be more useful to the living than the dead. And all across the field the crows gathered where they could, hopping and gouging with their heavy grey beaks, or, sated or frightened, cruising away on listless wings.


Without thought or plan I was drawing a diagonal across the ground and presently, near the top of the rise, came upon the paved road I had noted much earlier in the day. There was more movement here. Tired men hurried up and down in both directions, a herd of Frenchmen with only four redcoats in charge were chivvied as if by dogs down the slope. Their heads hung like those of weary sheep, while the redcoats caroused from a bottle they passed between them, occasionally prodding the defeated in the buttocks with a bayonet to keep them moving. I passed through a shallow cutting and as I came out the other side heard a slow trotting of tired horses behind me.  Six mounted men passed me, led by that now familiar figure in a small cocked hat on a chestnut charger whose shoulders were lathered with sweat. Willingdone. Hedgehog Willingdone.


They reined in on the crest and just as I came up with them were joined from the other side by a similar group, but different in so far as the centre of this one was none other than that same fat old man with a huge moustache, still supported on his tired black horse by his faithful aides.


They embraced each other. Belchum and Willingdone. It was an awkward business since both were mounted. The chestnut, albeit tired and hanging his head, felt the uneasiness of the movement and kicked out behind him, so an aide’s horse shied back from him.


‘Mein lieber Kamerad.’ The old fat man’s expostulation was hoarse and guttural. ‘Quelle affaire!’


This seemed to exhaust all the French he knew and each resorted to his own language - an aide who understood both languages spoke for each in turn; then the Englishman with the large nose and cocked hat briefly shook the fat old man’s hand again, turned his chestnut’s head back down the slope in the direction from which he had come and tapped him with his short crop into a slow trot. As he hacked past me his deep-set but tired and wild eyes caught and held mine. They were eyes that never missed a detail and the sight of a midget lost in a red coat too large for him held him for less than a second but did not connect on this occasion with his noble but preoccupied mind. A spatter of rain crackled out of the overcast sky. He reined in again and an aide passed him a dark blue cloak which he fastened over his shoulders. He feared, it seemed, the effect of a wetting more than the shot and shell that had been flying about him all day. He resumed his progress not at a trot but a slow, meditative, funereal walk, his horse’s weary head sunk almost to its knees, his own now slumped forward with the pointed brim of his hat pulled low, almost as if he could not bear to survey the horrors around him.


The German who had translated for them called after them: ‘Where will his grace lodge tonight?’


‘He has a room in a village three miles back,’ came the answer.


‘What’s the name of it?’


‘Waterloo.’







Part II


PEACE


Mark! Where his carnage and his conquests cease!
He makes a solitude, and calls it - peace!




 
LORD BYRON, The Bride of Abydos








5


It is January 1853. Two men sit at a large polished table in a high-ceilinged room. There is a marble fireplace, carved in severe neo-classical design, with bright fire-irons and furniture made out of bluish steel. Coals burning in the grate and boiling water, pumped through a huge cast-iron radiator with a back ridged like a dinosaur’s, make the room warm, even hot, though the iron grey sky outside is filling with large snowflakes.


On the wall above the fireplace there is a large and finely engraved double portrait, washed with aquatint, framed in ebony. The woman in it exhibits the first flush of mature womanhood, and is dressed in an off-the-shoulder gown with a pointed bodice and a full, probably panniered skirt. Her hair is bunched over her ears beneath a tiara. A very tall man with a fine forehead and moustache stands behind her but in an attitude that suggests support. Over his military uniform he wears the star and sash of the Garter, as indeed does the woman.


The two gentlemen at the table are dressed in civilian but formal clothes - black cutaway coats with abbreviated tails worn over matching trousers, white shirts and cravats, waistcoats. Their top hats have been left on a spare chair in a corner  by the door beneath their topcoats which hang on the stylised horns of an antlered stand. One of these gentlemen is middle-aged, his companion elderly, perhaps sixty.


In front of them there is a small pile of paper, a couple of quires or so, neatly stacked. The younger of the two is still holding the last sheet which he now places, face down, on top of the rest, before moving to the window. The old man stays sitting, his grey face pale, the muscles in his cheeks clenched so the tendons show. He won’t weep, he says to himself, he will not weep.


The younger man turns from the window.


‘You were there, weren’t you?’ he asks, not so much to confirm what he already knows but rather seeking to build a bridge to further discourse. ‘With your own company, I believe?’


‘Yes. Poor old Wilfrid Smith took a ball in the eye in the wood at Quatre Bras two days before. Which he died of. I was made brevet captain on the spot.’ He speaks the clipped English of the gentry, not moving his upper lip. He is lean, hair short-cropped and white, a slight stoop. His companion, tubbier as well as younger, rubicund complexion, dark thinning hair smoothed over a domed forehead to compensate for incipient baldness, waits for more but does not get it. The older man needs prompting.


‘The officers who saw him in his ditch mentioned the Connaughts.’


‘Yes. And you see they weren’t at Waterloo. The Connaughts. In Canada by then, fighting the Yankees.’


‘Did he desert from them, do you think?’


‘Possibly. There were desertions from regiments that had been in the Peninsula once they knew they were off to America. His story as I recollect was that he was separated from the army in the south-west of France, in the back end of ’thirteen, and made his way north to join the Allies when he heard about Buonaparte coming out of Elba. No idea what he was up to in the eighteen months between.’


The younger man knows when to wait.


‘There must,’ the older man suggests after a pause, ‘there must be someone from the regiment who will know better than I whether or not this man you’ve got is the real Boylan.’


‘Maybe. But they’re deuced thin on the ground.’


‘I suppose so. We lost three-quarters of the men in that damned gravel pit. Freddie and I were the only two to come out unscathed. Well, apart from my arm. Spent ball broke it. Never set properly.’


The younger man has already noticed how the older’s left hand is withered and held awkwardly.


‘But our Charlie wasn’t one of them.’


‘Evidently not. In fact, when Freddie and I came across him, as we thought dead and stripped, after the battle, just below La Belle Alliance, it was the first we’d seen of him since Quatre Bras, two days before.’


‘Could he have deserted a second time?’


‘After Quatre Bras? Possibly. If he knew what had happened to Blücher at Ligny, it would have seemed a rational thing to do. We believed he was part French, you know. He spoke the lingo remarkably well. That I do remember.’


The older man falls quiet, his grey eyes misty now, remembering.


The younger man sighs, decides to press on.


‘Anyway. Whatever. The thing is, the young man you knew as Charlie Boylan was not with the regiment at Waterloo.’


‘I didn’t see him there. But that’s not to say he wasn’t. The last time I can say for certain that I saw him was just before we came into the line at Quatre Bras. On the sixteenth. Two days earlier.’


The balding but younger man takes a turn round the space he is in, chewing his thumb knuckle as he does so.


‘As you know,’ he eventually says, ‘we are trying to establish whether or not the misshapen troll we have locked up in a cell at Pentonville, scribbling these somewhat distasteful memoirs, is the person he says he is, and to what extent we can attribute a reasonable level of veracity to them.’


‘I rather gathered that was your purpose.’ There is now a certain withdrawal in the older man’s tone, not far off disgust. The younger man believes this is prompted by the nature of what he has just read. In fact the older man’s problem is that he suspects the Charlie who is now locked up in Pentonville could possibly be the very same Charlie who impregnated Lady Danby some twenty-two years earlier during his, Danby’s, absence serving King and Empire in India. And the idea of Pentonville disturbs him too. Modern prisons with one man to one cell, like a hotel or inn, replacing the hulks and transportation. He blames continental ways of thinking, Prince Albert and nonconformist do-gooders, all very much what he thinks they had been fighting to preserve the British from at that awful battle they are now remembering. He takes a turn away from the table to the fire, and, in spite of the heat, stretches out his hands, the withered left one supported in the palm of the right, before turning back into the room. He clears his throat, trying at least to be as helpful as he can. This rather awful young man is after all, he supposes, trying to do his job and deserves that much.


‘Clearly your man, if he is Boylan, has something to hide. He avoids the lie direct. His assertion that he cannot remember what happened before the battle is a poor subterfuge.’ The old man pulls a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wipes first his face, then his left hand. The motion suggests an attempt at cleansing rather than mere removal of excessive perspiration. ‘The stuff about the French girl was disgusting. Or was she Walloon? Belgian I suppose she’d be now if she had survived. I trust you will not ask me to read any more in the same vein.’


‘I will spare you that, I promise you.’ The Civil Servant comes round the table and perches his bottom on the edge, facing him. ‘Perhaps I should explain the situation more fully.’


‘I wish you would.’


‘The man, mannikin, call it what you will, we hold in Pentonville, was arrested a month ago, shortly after the Duke’s funeral, attempting to enter the Palace of Westminster with a  loaded pistol in his pocket. He claimed to be owed a substantial sum by a government department that employed him for some years, but dismissed him a long time ago. The department in question, which is part of the Home Office, has disowned him.’


‘If you are talking about the people I think you are talking about, none of this surprises me.’


This time the disdain is that which most Englishmen share for a government department that operates clandestinely, with a secret budget, and not always within the law.


‘Our friend then asserted that he could prove what he claimed, and called for pen and paper. My superiors granted his request.’


‘Good Lord. Why?’


The Civil Servant shrugs dismissively and goes on.


‘The outline of his memoirs, presented to us verbally during interrogation, suggests that his full written memoirs will be . . . shall I say . . . interesting? Some of it, if true, and if published, would impugn previous governments and individuals over the last forty years, and would cause very severe embarrassment to individuals still living and the relicts of those dead, and also, ah, institutions. Even, um, royalty could be involved. The duty that has been placed on me is to establish to what extent his account is veracious and to what extent a pack of lies. It begins with Waterloo. You were at Waterloo. I could find no other survivors from the Donegal Rifles in town.’


‘I’ll do what I can.’


At last we’re getting somewhere is the hope that crosses the Civil Servant’s mind. Again he deploys a patience he does not feel while the old man shifts his station to a position at the tall window from which he can see the snow scurrying up Whitehall to swirl around the Nelson Column. A grandiose monument, only ten years old and forty years late, he muses. The Duke deserves and surely will get something better. George Danby clears his throat.


‘I had a friend, Freddie, like me a captain in the Donegals. I believe the two officers who are mentioned in that account,’ he  gestures towards the table without turning away from the window, ‘may well be he and I, Freddie and me that is. Freddie was, indeed still is, a fool. As much may be guessed from the brief exchange recorded there. If it’s not verbatim it must be deuced close to it. Anyway, the point is, Freddie, who is, of course, Sir Frederick Tarrant St Giles, Baronet, took a minor post as equerry, attaché, whatever, at the Paris Peace Conference. He needed a manservant and picked up Boylan after the battle . . .’


He rubs his hand over his face, shudders briefly, looks up at the man who has become his interrogator.


‘Do you think I could have a glass of water?’


‘Of course. Malvern all right?’


Danby nods, waits. The Civil Servant pulls a bell sash, a clerk puts his head round the door and is sent for a bottle of Malvern. The whole interruption lasts nearly three minutes, during which the Civil Servant takes a walk round the room, and Danby continues to fidget, though his slightly opaque blue eyes seem fixed on the room’s high cornice. A coal falls an inch or two in the fire.


He drinks a little water and goes on.


‘It’s all so long ago. Battles long ago and far off things.’ He shakes his head, clears his throat and approaches his subject warily, as if he is stalking it, from another angle.


‘Freddy, as I have said, was a fool, a likeable chap, but a fool. He tended to be the butt of the people he worked with, was ignored when he was not teased. I think he believed that having a more or less perfectly formed midget as his body servant would give him a certain cachet. Something like that, anyway.’


He turns abruptly from the window and faces the Civil Servant.


‘Can I go now?’ There is an uncharacteristic hint of pleading in his voice.


‘Of course. Just one or two more questions though, if you don’t mind, sir. First, let me be sure I have got this right. I  gather from what you have said that the author of these pages may well be the person he says he is. Charles Boylan.’


‘It’s certainly possible.’


‘And one other thing. I have read much further into these . . . memoirs . . . than you have and I should like you to substantiate a couple of points that occur later. There is no need for you to read them. First, I am right, I think, in saying that Sir Frederick Tarrant St Giles married your sister Sophie before removing to Paris . . . ?’


‘Yes. Just after Waterloo.’


‘And that Sir Frederick’s older but unmarried sister Poppea went with them, as a companion for Lady Tarrant St Giles.’


‘That is so. And it did not need my presence here to establish that.’ Old George Danby’s voice is suddenly very frosty indeed. He takes a slim gold hunter from his waistcoat pocket, springs the gold lid, checks what he sees against the enamel-faced ormolu clock on the mantelpiece beneath the ebony-framed picture of his Queen and her Consort. ‘I have an engagement at my club. I will bid you good afternoon, sir.’


Sir George Danby’s complexion is now the pasty white that only suppressed but Jovian anger can produce. He begins to put on his coat and shrugs the Civil Servant away when the latter moves in to help him. Then he picks up his hat and stick. The Civil Servant opens the door for him.


‘You may be sure, sir, there is absolutely no question of these papers being published.’


‘Sir. If you do publish them, then most certainly you will be damned.’
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The Civil Servant, whose name is Thomas Cargill, follows George Danby out into Whitehall, which for once is living up to its name. Huge flakes of snow float like swan’s down into the penumbras of the gaslights and out again, rendering almost invisible Gwydyr House and the Banqueting Hall on the other side of the thoroughfare, lying as they do beyond the turning into Downing Street. In the other direction the vast site where the rebuilding of the Houses of Parliament is almost complete looks shadowy and insubstantial since the part he can see is still curtained with wooden scaffolding, like net. He swings himself up the springy step of a Hansom Patent Safety Cab parked at the front of the more or less permanent rank that serves the Ministries’ functionaries.


‘Waw-erloo, sir?’ the cabbie calls out hopefully.


‘Pentonville. The prison.’


‘Bugger that for a laugh,’ the cabbie mumbles to himself, then louder: ‘Caust yer, sir. This time o’ night, not to mention the wevver.’


‘Come, sir. It’s not yet five o’clock.’


The cabbie blows snow off his moustache with an upward  push of air propelled across his protruding lower lip, but makes no move to draw the handle of his whip from the holder at his side.


‘Waw-erloo I can do. Pen-unville, no.’


Cargill gives it a moment’s thought. He’ll get a receipt out of the man, and, under the new system, a refund from the Treasury, though it may take months.


‘Listen, my man. My business at the prison won’t occupy me for more than a half-hour. Wait for me to conclude it, then you may take me back to Waterloo.’


‘Spoke like a gen-ulmun. Done.’ And cabbie releases his whip, shakes up the reins and stirs his dappled, blinkered grey into a steady trot.


I am a gentleman; does he mean to imply I am not? But Cargill keeps the thought to himself.


The irregular circle round the Nelson Column is solid with cabs and omnibuses and even though the cab has only to cut across one corner to go down Strand it takes nearly five minutes to clear it.


The department stores in Strand, in spite of recent competition from the new ones in Regent Street and Oxford Street, are still busy, their gaslit gilded windows filled with the winter fashions, all feathers and velvets, contrasting here and there with odd scraps of black bunting, ragged and torn now, that still cling to the higher cornices, sad remnants of the funeral two months ago. They pass the six pillars of the Lyceum, already more than ten years old, and at present deserted though theatre-goers and their cabbies will begin to gather in the next hour or so, and finally the Law Courts. Cabbie won’t strike north until they reach the Farringdon Road, since Bloomsbury and the warrens north of Covent Garden are still virtual no-go areas on a dirty night, even though the rookeries have been cleared from St Giles.
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