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An Introduction by Louis de Bernières

John Harris was an author who was quite extraordinarily prolific. He wrote a book almost every year from 1951 onwards, and in many years published more. He wrote under three names: Mark Hebden, Max Hennessey and his real one. In addition, he was a cartoonist. My reaction to seeing the list of his publications was one of sheer astonishment. According to his son, Max, he treated writing as a proper job and started work at nine on weekdays, ready to ‘burst out of his office’ at five. Even so, his fecundity is worthy of a tropical jungle.

The foundation of his success was The Sea Shall Not Have Them which was published in 1953, and subsequently filmed, which enabled him to become a full-time writer. Thereafter, unlike most authors who have a big success, he never took his eye off the ball. My father knew him in West Wittering and remembers that he was ‘very sedentary’, which would certainly suit a fabulously productive writer, but this was right at the end of his life. Harris’s children remember him as walking so fast that they could not keep up with him. He earned a pilot’s licence in his fifties, and somehow even got caught up in a riot in Paris.

Covenant with Death appeared in 1961 and is a classic. It has the hallmarks of many of the war books published in the 1950s, which I devoured in the 1960s when I was in my teens. That is, it is intelligent without being pretentious and is both readable and compelling. It is great literature without ever being ‘literary’. The style is close to what Roland Barthes called ‘Writing Degree Zero’, a style so plain and clear that it is the style of having no style. Harris is sparing with adjectives and adverbs, except when there is action to be vividly described. You will not often even find the word ‘very’. A great deal of his writing consists of dialogue, which gives much of the book a casual and jaunty air. The only infelicity I have found – the pleonasm ‘incredulous disbelief’ – should have been picked up by whoever was the editor or proofreader. 

The story follows the trajectory of characters who are completely believable, and about whom we care, none of whom is particularly out of the ordinary. All of these war books are in fact about love – the kind of deep, intimate, asexual love almost unknown to most of us, which we call ‘comradeship’ without understanding how profound that is. The Australian concept of ‘mateship’ comes close. No one can understand how war is tolerable to those caught up in it, unless they understand that one’s primary motive is to not let down one’s comrades, and that a bond develops even between those widely separated by rank, which has no equivalent in civilian life. These are the friends you would die for if you could save them, who you will value all your life, and for whom you will grieve all your life if they are killed.

This is the literature of the ordinary person made extraordinary by war. It compares with Nicholas Monsarrat’s The Cruel Sea, a classic ten years older, about civilians who became sailors on the Atlantic Convoys. It is a book that teaches the serious writer how to write about violence, because the only way to do that is to state it plainly, otherwise the moral force is lost. Another obvious comparison is with Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western Front.

The difference is that Remarque served in the trenches and Monsarrat served on the Atlantic convoys – they were writing about what they intimately knew and vividly remembered. Whereas Harris, although not a stranger to personal heroism (he once saved the life of a drowning boy in Switzerland), was born in the year in which the story of his novel culminates and served in the RAF in the Second World War. 

Covenant with Death is a miracle of authenticity. Harris was no doubt familiar with the stories of the various ‘Pals’ regiments; for example, the Sandringham detachment from the Royal estate in Norfolk, which appeared to vanish into thin air at Gallipoli. The Turks maintained that a mist came down on them as they advanced, and when it lifted the Sandringham detachment had disappeared. However, the fact is that Harris grew up hearing the stories of the Somme. His father took part, as did his father-in-law, brother-in-law and four uncles. His brother-in-law and one uncle were gassed, two uncles lost their legs and another was killed. When Harris was a newspaper man on the Sheffield Telegraph he worked amongst the very people who had volunteered for the Sheffield City Battalion – the heroes of this book. Covenant with Death is very evidently full of genuine history and biography; it would have been impossible that a novel as realistic and detailed as this could have been purely invented. 

I do not want to repeat clichés about ‘the futility of war’. The fact is that the Battle of the Somme was meticulously planned in the face of very real difficulties. For example, having to work alongside the French army which, because of the fear of mutiny, was committed only to defence; also, the need to send troops to Italy when the Italian front collapsed. It is, I think, unfair to talk of lions led by donkeys. Furthermore, great victories nearly always depend upon surprise, and this was the first war in history where complete surprise was always impossible. The aircraft up above at all times meant that one always knew what the other side was up to. This is why the Germans did not reach Paris at the outset of the war, and in my judgement it is the reason why the Western Front became bogged down. Under these conditions it was, as Von Moltke once said, inevitable that ‘one’s battle plan survives up to exactly that moment when one encounters the enemy’. 

I also think that we have paid too much attention to the war poets, eloquent though they are. Most people did feel that the war was worth it. My grandfather was maimed in that war, and ultimately committed suicide, but he did not doubt that the war had been just, and was proud to have fought in it. His generation understood it as ‘The War for Civilisation’; I think of it as a war for democracy. Germany would never have gone to war if it had been a democracy, and would not have done so again if it had remained one. Harris seems to leave the judgement about ‘futility’ open, as a good novelist probably should.

The whole point of the novel lies in the thirty pages of the last two chapters: a genuine, shocking climax that I do not think has been equalled elsewhere. The penultimate chapter is a passage of relentlessly sustained, virtuosic writing, describing in detail, without repetition and with mounting crescendo, the first hours of the Battle of the Somme. It is difficult to read it without an awful feeling of dismay, horror and darkness invading the room where one sits. One can feel one’s own bones shadowed darkly through the flesh. 

The last chapter is a meditation upon what it all meant. Its last paragraph consists of a long list of reasons for fighting, is followed by two terse, verbless sentences, and a final one of only four words. They are like muffled blows on a kettle drum at the end of a symphonic tempest. This writing is masterly and the emotional effect devastating. 

Louis de Bernières

June 2014


Author’s Note

This book is based most clearly on facts, and to obtain them I have read almost everything possible on the subject by the men who were there, to whom I owe a great deal for their acute observation and their deep feeling for the period.

However, while the unit with which it is chiefly concerned is solidly founded on an actual one, it is still a work of fiction and the characters in it are fictitious; though some of those men, now growing old, from the city where I lived, who told me of their experiences with such amazing modesty, will inevitably recognise many of the incidents in the story. To those men also I am very much in debt.


Part One

We have made a covenant with death and with hell are we at agreement.

ISAIAH xxviii. 15


1

I shall remember that morning till the day I die. Not just the courage and the horror and the incredible strange beauty. Everything. The faith we had in our leaders and the pride we had in ourselves.

Even now, after all these years, I remember the feeling that was in us that we should succeed where others had failed, the naïve certainty that we were greater than our predecessors; that upon us rested the future of the world and because of this it was well worth all that we were facing; that we, because we’d been chosen for the task, walked among higher spheres than our fellow-men.

We were joined in spirit. We were each of us, that morning, only too well aware of the others around us; only too well aware of their faith, and their courage, and their certainty, too; and of the completeness of the company we were in, of its absolute welded oneness. That was what sustained us. It wasn’t just me, Mark Fenner, I remember. It was all of us.

And to understand that you have to go back to the beginning, to the very first day we all came together, nearly two years before.

I was awake at six o’clock that first day.

Not that I’d slept much. I’d hardly closed my eyes. I put it down to excitement, in an effort to convince myself I wasn’t too full of emotion or disturbed by what lay ahead of me.

I was a reporter on the Post at the time, and when the war came in August 1914 – this war we’d all been half-expecting for years – the only immediate difference I noticed was the sign outside Stahlers’ teashop, behind the office, which used to supply the reporters and sub-editors with sardines on toast and pots of tea on battered tin trays. They were German-Swiss, the Stahlers, and the day after the war broke out there was a single card tied on the brass door handle just under the scratched advertisement for Oxo. Under New Management, it said firmly. In bold letters scrawled in blue crayon on the back of a Woodbine box – bold letters that let you know that there’d been no nonsense about it. The Germans were out, and the Swiss were in. That was all.

In London it was different. There, pacifist speakers in Trafalgar Square were being mobbed, and the mounted police had been called out. When Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, had rejected the German demands, a crowd had surged to Buckingham Palace demanding to see the King and shouting, ‘We want war!’

German Jews were putting up their shutters, and the nabobs of the West End were taking down the pictures of their German ancestors. The Americans had left in their nickel-plated cars, and the stock markets were unsteady because the arithmetic kings and diplomats were hurrying back to their capitals from Bad Ischl and the German spas with their cures incomplete. There’d been a run on the banks and the air had become electric. The tension had been so great in London that only a declaration of war could relieve it.

But that was London. They’re a harder-headed people in the north and not so easily roused. Apart from Stahlers’ sign, the crowds outside the food shops and the small groups of men in boaters and caps who ranged about the High Street for a day or two, apparently with nothing better to do than break into the ‘Marseillaise’ and ‘Rule, Britannia’ from time to time, there didn’t seem to be much difference from peace time. Occasionally you saw a woman with a taut face and a sniffling child – but not often – and now and then a Territorial in ill-fitting khaki going off to join his unit, probably a little drunk, with all his friends round him urging to give the Germans hell, or keep his head well down, or both.

The first squad of soldiers that appeared on the streets was cheered to the echo as they marched to the station, laden down with their equipment and their stiff new kit bags, their straps wrenching their khaki uniforms askew, their peaked bus conductors’ caps clumsy and awkward on their heads. But there wasn’t much else – just a heart-cry from the city industrialists that trade with France would never be the same again and that commerce with Germany would stop altogether. Up there in Yorkshire, steel and wool still seemed to be far more important than that Belgian and German and French boys were lying in crowded ditches along the flat Flanders fields, startled to find that the war they’d rushed to so eagerly, their cannon decorated lovingly with flowers by the girls, wasn’t quite what they’d expected, and that they were dying and that the blood on their dusty hands was their own.

I was on holiday at Scarborough when my turn came. The resorts had been saying Everything as usual for days, in an effort to squeeze the last joyous ounce out of the summer trade before it finished for good, and they were still doing a booming business; and none of us thought that the rash of red, white and blue posters – YOUR KING AND COUNTRY NEED YOU, your country calls on all unmarried men to enlist at once in the ranks of the Army – referred to us. We hadn’t private incomes, so we weren’t commissionable types, we’d decided in the Reporters’ Room of the Post, right from the beginning, and we knew we weren’t the class they normally recruited the rank and file from in those days, so there seemed nothing to do but carry on as usual. It wasn’t a desire to shirk. It was modesty or, perhaps more properly, lack of thought.

We hadn’t got used to the idea of war in England, you see. The mobilisation notices hadn’t dropped through the letterboxes in every street in the kingdom as they had in France. They hadn’t taken away whole staffs and closed shops, and there’d been no groups of hairdressers and chefs marching down the Mall singing, no massed phalanxes of conscripts and Reservists tramping off to the stations under home-made banners to report to their regiments, as there had in Paris. Even the warships at Portsmouth didn’t look very different from normal, because there were always warships at Portsmouth. All they’d done was take the covers off their guns, post submarine lookouts and keep their lights doused at night. We’d never experienced the day when millions of men had kissed their wives goodbye with dry lips and burned their letters as they had across the Channel. All we’d done was put a bobby on the German Embassy, while the hoipolloi, in a fit of entente-cordiale-ism and a revulsion of feeling against all things Prussian, had taken to drinking Vichy with their whisky instead of Apollinaris which came from Germany. Even the skirmishings in Belgium hadn’t meant very much to us. We often wondered where Kitchener was going to get all the recruits he was said to be after. We never dreamt he meant us.

Mons changed all that. The news that British troops had at last come into action against the Germans had been cheered from one end of Scarborough promenade to the other. The result seemed a foregone conclusion. Wasn’t one Englishman equal to two Germans, three Frenchmen and any amount of niggers?

But then there came this startling and unexpected news of disaster from some obscure little town in Belgium, and suddenly it was Englishmen who were fighting and dying in ditches along the Belgian roads; and the boys who were sitting staring at their own blood, their backs still marked by their unaccustomed packs, their behinds still galled by the rub-rub of the unfamiliar entrenching tools, probably came from our own northern city, maybe even from the same street.

Defeated British soldiers were struggling across France. Beaten units that were the remnants of famous regiments were straggling among the vast flood of retreating refugees whose household goods were packed into decrepit landaus and victorias and farmcarts and perambulators. Heat-exhausted men were stumbling behind army waggons pulled by worn horses that were still restless in their brand-new harness, limping into little towns in Belgium to tell their harrowing stories to scared correspondents. The churches were full of wounded, and the sons of noble families were sprawled dead in the dusty fields. Odd groups of men were trying to hold up whole squadrons of Uhlans; and footsore sleepless soldiers were going for days with nothing to eat. The Guards – even the Guards! – were being cut to pieces, dying to a man as they strove in the sunshine and the heat to stem the advance.

From the moment I read about Mons I had the sensation of being engaged in the war.

Disturbed and restless, I went to a cinema to stop myself thinking and found myself stumbling over Reservists in uniform who’d been pushed in there because there was no other accommodation, and were endeavouring to sleep in the aisles through the chatter of the audience. All down the alleys at the side they lay in dun-coloured heaps, huddling restlessly among their stacked equipment.

Outside, all along the front, brass bands were still blaring away in the parks and the crowds were out in their hundreds, listening to the whelk-stall owners shouting their wares over the screech of tram-wheels and the clatter of hooves. We were all mopping our faces, fanning ourselves with newspapers and wondering about Mons as we stared limply at the coloured-slide advertisements for little liver pills and drapery and motorcars. Then the lights went off and ‘Let’s All Go Down the Strand’ faded out on a discord, and, instead of the film we’d expected, a girl appeared on the stage, unannounced, looking a bit like Vesta Tilley in a blue jacket and the baggy red trousers of a Zouave.

The orchestra gave a few preliminary chords and she set off with a rush into a patriotic song about the French marching off to war. It had a French chorus that she kept shouting in a brassy voice till it brought the house down.


‘Allons, partons, belles,

Partons, pour la guerre…’



She was accompanied by four more girls in red jackets who showed their teeth and chorused the song with her, and the crowd howled for more, and the men in the aisles, curled up under their greatcoats, sat up and started to whistle and applaud.

‘Never mind the French!’ they yelled. ‘’Ow about us?’

‘You come down here, lady! We’ll find room for you and your pals in our mob! You can kip alongside me, in fact!’

Someone started ‘The Boys of the Bulldog Breed’, and one of the soldiers called for a cheer for the King. Then we had three cheers for the French and three for the Russians and three for the Belgians, and three for all the others we thought were on our side but weren’t so sure about, then three for the Army and three for the Navy and three for the flying men. Then the girl on the stage capped the lot by calling for three for Kitchener’s volunteers, and the Reservists laughed and jeered and catcalled again.

Finally, spontaneously, without any chord from the orchestra, we started to sing the National Anthem and we all stood to attention as we’d none of us stood for years probably, while the little men in the pit below the stage sawed on their fiddles and tried to catch us up. My back seemed straighter than I ever remembered it. I felt six inches taller.

Carried away by the emotion in that electrically charged hall, the emotion of a great many young men all patriotically and suddenly determined to do their damnedest – die, if necessary – I pushed my way through the yelling audience and went straight out to buy a ticket back to where I’d come from.

I arrived home to find that someone had been up to the War Office with the idea of raising a battalion of selected volunteers from the city – so that the men who pushed you around as civilians could continue to push you around as soldiers, Locky Haddo said. Earl FitzJames, from Brentwood, who’d served in the South African War, had offered to take command until they could find somebody younger, and the following morning – this morning – there were to be fifteen hundred forms of declaration of willingness to serve waiting in the Town Hall Reception Rooms for signatures. I fully intended that mine was going to be among them.

I’d decided that there couldn’t be anyone more fitted than I for soldiering. I was unmarried. I had no parents to consider. If anything happened to me there’d be no one to grieve. It all seemed so straightforward to me, as I worked it out quite coolly and remarkably cold-bloodedly. Of all the people I knew, I seemed to be the one with the most right to become a soldier.

I’d spent most of the night thinking about what I was in for. I kept seeing myself advancing with a line of other men across bullet-swept fields, pressing ahead with the battle flags while others crashed to the ground all around me. I saw my friends fall and I was there kneeling at their sides when they died. It never occurred to me that I might fall and they might be kneeling at my side.

Then, after a while, I started wondering what it must be like to be killed. Could I stand the pain? What would it be like to lose a limb or be mutilated or disfigured? There’d been an old boy who’d lived near my home when I was a child who’d been hit in the face at Spion Kop. He’d lost his nose and one eye and I’d had nightmares about him many a time. Now I began to see him again and wondered what it must be like to have to live with some dreadful disfigurement like that. Or what it must be like to be dead. Try as I might, I could only imagine darkness and cold and vast singing space, and the suggestion of an immense glowing glory.

I wasn’t sorry when the alarm clock went off, though I’d wakened half a dozen times to look at it. When it finally did go, the harsh ringing made me jump a foot in the air.

For a long time I lay in bed staring at the wallpaper. A bright orange it was, I remember, with pagodas on it, and over the end of the bed there was the inevitable picture of Love Locked Out that always seemed to find its way into the spare bedroom. I felt warm and secure in the moment of indecision before electing to dress, and I found myself wondering what it must be like to be on campaign, sleeping on the ground with a single blanket over me and only the stars for a roof.

In the end I crept out of bed unwillingly and washed and shaved. I put on a clean collar and fastened it with my best gold pin that my mother had given me. Then, as I was searching for a fresh handkerchief, something made me look inside the family Bible they’d handed to me when my father died. It had a marker in it and it fell open at Isaiah, and I realised for the first time, as I saw the words my father had been reading right there in front of my eyes, that he must have known he was going to die.

We have made a covenant with death, it said sombrely, and with hell are we at agreement.

There was something forbidding about the words that I didn’t care to ponder on and I slammed it to at once. The pages fell together with a soft plop, and I went downstairs feeling I’d seen the light or something.

Mrs Julius, my landlady, wasn’t up and I prepared my own breakfast, sneaking into the larder and cooking myself a vast meal of bacon and eggs. Since I was about to set off at any moment to march to Berlin, I felt that for once the tight-fisted old faggot could give me a decent feed.

By the time I’d finished, I’d forgotten all about the foreboding of Isaiah and was just a normal healthy young man full of food and energy and optimism. I studied myself in the mirror and came to the conclusion that I looked fit and sturdy, but not very handsome or martial, with black eyebrows as forbidding as Isaiah and a chin that seemed to resist every effort I ever made to scrape it clean. In the end, I decided that the Army probably wasn’t very choosy, anyway, and I picked up my hat and left the house.

As I walked towards the tram stop on the corner of Morrelly Street, it came to me again, with a sudden strange force, that this wasn’t a normal day. It wasn’t eight-thirty and I wasn’t going to the office. It was six-forty-five and, God being willing, I was going to sign my name on a paper that would give the King and all his generals the right to stand me up for someone else to shoot at and probably to kill.

Once again the strange dedicated feeling came over me. I seemed to be obsessed with death that morning, but curiously enough it hadn’t a depressing effect on me. I felt vaguely elated, in fact.

At the tram stop I was surprised to meet Henny Cuthbert from next door.

He was a thin young man with a long sad horse-face who managed one of the small silversmith firms in the narrow streets behind the Town Hall. We didn’t have much in common with each other, because he worked during the day and mostly I worked in the afternoon and evening, but we knew each other well and had been known to chase the same girl at church dances. He’d got his best suit on and a furry Homburg and he carried a gold-topped walking stick, but he didn’t look as though he was going to work or round to the Methodist Church where he normally wore this get-up.

‘You’re early this morning,’ I said, trying to keep the suspicion out of my voice.

Henny looked back at me aggressively. ‘So are you, come to that,’ he retorted.

‘Am I?’ I said. I was a little ashamed of the emotions that had stirred me to want to enlist and didn’t want Henny to know of them. ‘Oh, well,’ I said. ‘It’s just one of those days. Things to do, you know.’

He looked anxious suddenly. ‘What about this battalion they’re talking of raising?’ he said.

‘What about it?’

‘Thinking of joining?’

‘I might.’

We were silent for a moment, looking at each other sheepishly, each suddenly mistrustful of the other, then Henny smiled shyly.

‘I’m going down to the Town Hall,’ he said. ‘I’m going to sign on. I thought I’d better get there early. Where are you going?’

‘Same place.’

‘Oh!’ Henny seemed worried, and we stood there, eyeing each other sideways and blinking in the sun, both of us wishing the tram would hurry up and put in its appearance.

I’d expected, setting off at that time, that I’d be way ahead of all others, and that there wouldn’t be any chance of being left out. But, now that I’d seen Henny, I began to have my doubts. If Henny, whom I’d always considered over-cautious at the best of times, had considered it too, so, surely would hundreds of others. Immediately I began to be scared I’d be too late and that every one of the fifteen hundred forms would have been filled in before I arrived. Just then, it seemed too dreadful to consider being the fifteen-hundred-and-first. Henny seemed to be thinking the same way.

‘Think we’ll be on time?’ he asked.

‘Bound to,’ I said, but I sounded more hopeful than I felt. ‘Surely there won’t be fifteen hundred of ’em as daft as we are to get up as early as this.’

‘Think not?’

‘Bet you a level Bradbury.’

When the tram came, one of the old ones with an open top, a rattletrap affair that sounded like an ironmonger’s van and felt as though it had square wheels, we were borne into the city, both of us smoking furiously, silent because the clatter made conversation impossible, both fidgeting restlessly, while the wooden seat kept bashing us in the small of the back every time we crossed a set of points.

There were one or two other young men on board – all of them about our age, I noticed – and it dawned on me then that they, too, had conceived the same stratagem as I had, and I began to get more fidgety than ever. Dropping off on the Common, Henny and I began to walk towards the Town Hall, hurrying to get in front of the others who, I noticed, were all ominously heading in the same direction. By the time we arrived we were almost running.

At the top of Suffolk Street we stopped dead. The pavement outside the Town Hall – a stretch of pavement that had been specially laid down for Queen Victoria’s visit in 1899 and was reputed to be the widest north of London – seemed already full to overflowing with young men. Men in best blue suits or blazers and flannels; men in dark clothing who’d obviously come down early like we had on their way to offices; men who’d clearly just come off shift-work; a few young miners in their best clothes, the blue scars of their trade clear on their pale faces; and smart youngsters in black-braided morning coats, tall collars, striped pants and chamois gloves who might have been shop assistants or barristers or politicians. All standing in groups, looking once too often at their watches, eyeing the Town Hall anxiously, restless, worried, all talking noisily to anyone who’d listen, and swopping cigarettes and hopes and fears in a sudden sweeping wave of nervous friendliness.

Hurriedly trying to assess the number, Henny and I took up a position as near to the door as we could get, so we’d be at the front if a rush developed. It was an idea that had obviously occurred to a lot of others, too, and the crowd was a bit thick just there.

A beggar with a hurdy-gurdy pushed his way morosely along the gutter, hopefully waiting for a copper or two, then a newsboy in ragged breeches came along with the early papers, shouting the latest headlines – BATTLE OF LE CATEAU: GEN. SMITH-DORRIEN’S DECISION – and there was a nervous rush to buy copies and get back into position before someone pinched your place.

‘If they can just hold on till we get there,’ Henny said uneasily, ‘it’ll be all right.’

Just then, a scuffle broke out further up the queue and a big youngster in foreign-looking clothes was ejected, sheepish and smiling, from in front of us like a pip from an orange.

‘He tried to push in,’ someone said – bitterly, as though it were a criminal offence to push in.

The young man grinned. ‘Well, wouldn’t you?’ he demanded cheerfully. ‘I’ve come all the way from Canada. I’m not going to miss it now, brother.’

Someone gave him a half-hearted cheer, and Henny made room for him.

‘Come in here,’ he said. ‘We’ll get in all right. Come and stand with us.’

The Canadian grinned and joined us. ‘Thanks, bud,’ he said. ‘The name’s MacKinley. My old man came from this city, so blood’s going to run in the gutters if I don’t get in this mob. I paid my own fare all the way from Toronto.’

By this time, I’d noticed what appeared to be half the Post editorial staff standing in a group by the door – Hardacre, Sainsbury, George Dicehart from the Sports Department and Arnold Holroyd; even Jack Barraclough, one of the foremen machine hands, his yellow hair greased for the occasion and sticking up in spikes, his colourless eyelashes blinking nervously as they always did when he was excited. They greeted me like a long-lost brother when they saw me – enthusiastically, but with a hint of uncertainty, as though, like me, in this strange new state of affairs, they sought safety in numbers and the reassurance of familiar faces.

‘Frank Mason’s around somewhere too,’ they said. ‘And a gang from the Advert. Department.’

‘What’s happened to the paper?’ I asked. ‘Who’s looking after it? Ashton?’

‘Oh Lord, no,’ Hardacre said. ‘Ashton went off three days ago while you were on holiday. Locky Haddo’s acting Chief Reporter now.’

He seemed faintly indignant, as though he thought Ashton ought to have waited for the rest of us. Hardacre took life seriously. He was a choirmaster and an ardent member of the Choral Society and would sing ‘Drake Goes West’ or ‘Come Into the Garden, Maud’ at the drop of a hat every time we got together for a hotpot supper.

‘He pulled a few strings,’ Hardacre said. ‘He got a commission in the West Yorkshires. Magnus went too, and one of the photographers’ apprentices, and two of the juniors.’

‘What did the Editor say?’

‘He promised to make up their pay. That’s all.’

There were several motor cars parked along the kerb, one of them Earl FitzJames’ black-and-yellow Rolls, with the family crest on the rear door, high and square and twice as aristocratic as all the others put together; and one or two horse-drawn carriages, full of women and girls, all of them a little tense and white and obsessed. I recognised a few faces – young Welch, whose father owned the largest drapery business in the city, talking to a woman in a big Daimler who was obviously his mother; Percy Sheridan, who was on the Stock Exchange; and Walter Bickerstaff, who was a nephew of the Editor and had just passed his finals and set himself up in the High Street as an architect. There were one or two lecturers from the University and a couple of masters from the Victoria Grammar School. As a reporter I knew by sight most of the people in the city who were important, and most of the younger end seemed to be there that morning – business men I’d interviewed more than once, stockbrokers, engineers, chemists, metallurgical experts, medical students. I saw Henry Oakley, who bowled leg-breaks as an amateur for the county, and a couple of golf professionals and a whole bevy of medical students.

There were a few obvious steelworkers too – but not many – strapping young men in mufflers and caps, and a few clerks.

‘And see who’s there,’ Henny Cuthbert whispered. ‘Ephsibiah Lott.’

It was Eph all right, in a fancy yellow waistcoat, curly-brimmed Homburg and spats, and a collar that carved into his fat red neck as though it were about to remove his ears at any minute.

Eph was one of the Dooley Gang, who’d been terrifying the city pubs on and off for years. The police had been trying to put a curb on such people as Eph for ages, but they’d never quite managed it. I was surprised to see him there, surrounded by a few of the sharp-witted, tough-looking customers who helped him run pitch-and-toss schools and collect protection money from the small shopkeepers in the dark streets behind Cotterside Common.

‘It’ll be fine if they let that lot in,’ Henny said resentfully, his long face mournful. ‘I thought this was supposed to be a select mob.’

I didn’t listen to him very carefully because I’d just seen Frank Mason and was busy pushing people out of the way to make room for him.

I liked Mason. He was a handsome man, six foot odd in his socks, with crisp black hair and a strong face and mouth. In the pepper-and-salt suit he’d bought at Aby Moss’s on the Common the year before, he was enough to fetch the ducks off the water, and I noticed more than one of the girls in the cars with their eyes on him.

Before joining the Post on the same day that I had, he’d moved about the country for Liddell, Moore and Hart’s, selling machine tools, and was the only man I ever knew who managed to have a girl in every county in the kingdom. To me, who’d lived in digs ever since I was sixteen, Mason was the absolute limit in human splendour.

He’d obviously dressed for the occasion and was wearing a bowler hat, cloth-topped boots and a stiff collar tall enough to cut his head off. Frank considered himself a bit of a lady-killer and liked to dress the part. He went dancing a lot and was always practising things like the Bunny-Hug and the Turkey-Trot and the Something-or-other Glide round the office, and when there was nothing to do you could always find him in the photo library downstairs with Molly Miles, who worked there, showing her how to do the Tango or something, or doing a bit of quiet mashing with one of the other girls in a corner behind the files.

‘Hello, Fen, old fruit,’ he said. ‘Only people with real eyes and no more than ten toes are wanted this morning. I decided to offer my services. Obviously, it’s going to hold up the war if I don’t. They tell me Asquith’s already telegraphed the Commander-in-Chief: “Mason’s on his way.”’

‘The war’s as good as won,’ I said.

He grinned. ‘Strong, clean and cheerful,’ he went on. ‘A fine figure of a man. Put me down for a general and I’ll not complain. Butter up the sergeant and tell him that Mason’s to be well looked after.’

‘Hardacre’s here,’ I pointed out, and Mason grinned.

‘We shall have music wherever we go,’ he said gaily.

It was already very warm, in spite of the early hour, and several of the men around me had their jackets over their arms. Then I saw one or two of them had dusty clothes and looked as though they hadn’t shaved.

One of them, a square-built man with a back like the Rock of Gibraltar and a pale scarred miner’s face, grinned at me in a sudden onrush of friendliness that lit up his sombre features as though the sun had come out behind his eyes.

‘Been making a night of it?’ I asked, and he nodded.

‘We’ve been ’ere since yest’y, if that’s what you mean,’ he said, with a curious dignity that went oddly with his cheap blue suit and cap. ‘Slept on t’pavement. T’police let us.’ I was impressed by a patriotism that was greater than mine.

‘We come over from ’Amley,’ he went on. ‘“Tom Creak,” I said, “you’ll need to be early. If you don’t stay overnight, all them forms’ll be snatched up before t’first bus gets in.” So we slept ’ere. There was about twenty of us. Tom Creak saw to it. I’m Tom Creak. I’m a deputy at t’pit.’

The first of the traffic was beginning to appear now, buses drumming past on their solid rubber tyres, blue and white and with the city coat of arms; drays drawn by great clattering Clydesdales, piled high with barrels of the strong north-country beer the city was famous for; carts of straw and hay and coal and great white rolls of paper for the printing presses; drays of steel bars, blue-grey from the rolling-mills, and bales of freshly cooled wire – the iron rims of their wheels polished bright on the stone setts; horse-drawn cabs; a few motor cars; and the first of the office workers – pausing at the end of Suffolk Street to stare at the growing crowd outside the Town Hall.

Several of the men around me were skylarking about on the pavement and dancing to the hurdy-gurdy, and two or three had begun to climb on each other’s shoulders to look into the windows of the Town Hall.

‘There’s an old josser in there,’ one of them said eagerly, his nose against the glass. ‘I think he might even be alive. He’s breathing. Hi, you in there!’ he bawled. ‘Come and open these damn’ doors!’

A policeman appeared and told them to get down, and they promptly joined hands and began to dance round him. The policeman grinned.

‘Now look ’ere, you young fellers,’ he said, ‘nobody minds you acting the old goat, but don’t stop t’traffic, that’s all. Keep on t’pavement and make way when folk want to pass.’

He was saluted and cheered on his way, and Frank Mason and several others started pretending to form fours for him. The crowd at the end of Suffolk Street began to laugh. Then in the distance I heard the faint wheezy sound of a brass band and saw that the crowds were turning away and staring down the High Street. The policeman took a hasty look and began to push the pedestrians back on to the pavement, then, standing in the middle of the road, he held up his hand to stop the traffic.

Round the corner swept the brass band in blue-and-lavender uniforms, thumping and wheezing away at ‘The British Grenadiers’. There must have been a dozen of them, ranging from the oldest who was a man easily seventy with a white beard, sawing away at a trombone, to the youngest, a thin-faced boy with pimples, whose blue bus-conductor’s hat wobbled over his nose as he marched to the music.

Behind them, swinging round the corner, came a banner, held on two poles and supported by four crimson cords. National Union of Mineworkers, it said, Caldby and Hannerside Lodge, and behind the banner, trying to march in step, were another two or three dozen young men, all of them, like Tom Creak the deputy, with the pale faces and blue-scarred noses of underground workers.

‘We’re ’ere boys,’ one of them yelled excitedly. ‘They can start t’war now.’

A cheer went up from the crowd outside the Town Hall as the band turned into Suffolk Street and came to a shuffling halt. There was another cheer from the passers-by, which was returned by the men behind the banner. Then it dawned on me that these two or three dozen miners had probably been marching behind their brass band ever since daylight, all the way from Caldby, a matter of fifteen miles, simply for the privilege of enlisting.

‘Has it started yet?’ one of them shouted.

‘It’s been going on since August, old sport!’

‘Not t’war, fat’ead! T’recruiting.’

‘There’s ten minutes to go,’ someone announced. ‘They daren’t open t’doors in case they’re killed in t’rush.’

By midday there were three bands and three banners outside the Town Hall. They’d arrived in a blast of noisy patriotism that had died as quickly as it had risen when they realised others had arrived before them. Most of the bandsmen didn’t bother to go home but stayed to sign on themselves, taking their places at the end of the queue, which stretched away into the evening and eventually into the next day, so that they had to be found beds in city hostels and Y.M.C.A. rooms.

I was one of the first in.

Earl FitzJames, who’d offered to act as commanding officer, was sitting beside the clerk who was filling in the forms, his top hat on the table in front of him, so that I could see the red silk lining and the name of the makers. He owned collieries all over South Yorkshire and had raised and commanded his own battery in the South African War.

He stared at me silently for a moment, stroking his gravy-dipper moustache, his watery old eyes looking me up and down. His frock coat hung loosely on his shrunken frame and his long bowed cavalryman’s legs stretched out in front of him.

‘Strong young feller, by the look of you,’ he observed. ‘Play any games?’

I told him I did, and he nodded approvingly.

‘That’s the stuff,’ he said. ‘Sporting spirit. Don’t hit a man when he’s down. Yer in for the greatest game of yer life, young feller.’

He fished out his cigarette case and offered me a smoke from the rolled gold with the FitzJimmy crest on it, and I sat there like a lord myself as they took down my particulars.

‘Name?’

‘Fenner.’

‘Christian names?’

‘Mark Martin.’

‘Age?’

‘Twenty-four.’

‘Religion?’

‘Church of England.’

‘Trade or profession?’

‘Journalist.’

I was out within half an hour, but there were others who stood in the broiling sun and the dust outside the Town Hall for most of the day, fidgeting restlessly, fearful they were going to be overlooked, telephoning friends who might pull enough strings to get them in by a short cut, and waylaying passing recruiting officers or plucking the sleeves of harassed sergeants to argue about their places in the queue. ‘They were marshalled back into line by weary policemen, and old FitzJimmy sent for meat pies, cheese sandwiches and beer from the nearest pub to keep them going.

We were attested and sent in cheering, police-escorted groups to the Corn Exchange, where a group of civilian doctors in sacking-covered booths slapped our chests, examined our private parts, our height and weight, our feet, our teeth, our hearts, our eyes, our hearing, our lungs, and, as far as they could, our internal workings.

‘Touch your toes,’ I was told by an old man with a red face and mutton-chop whiskers, who wore knickerbockers and looked and smelled like a vet.

I tried.

‘Without bending your knees,’ he pointed out grimly.

I hadn’t done it for years and it was harder than I thought, and I decided that if I got through this lot I’d cut out drinking and smoking and concentrate on keeping fit. Something in my spine gave an ugly creak, but with a bit of an effort I managed it in the end.

‘Quite a job,’ the doctor said dryly. ‘Still, that’s quite a bread-basket you’ve got on you, isn’t it? Sure you’re not in pup?’

I tucked in my stomach as fast as I could, blushing furiously. We’d all thought the medical would be easy. We’d been saying all morning that if they looked in one ear and didn’t see daylight from the other, you were in.

Most of the time we waited in nearby rooms, half-clothed and in acute embarrassment, obeying orders to walk up and down, open our mouths, read from cards and fill small test-tubes, dreading constantly that the next step might be the last.

‘Why’d you join, old boy?’ the man next to me was saying.

‘We-ell’ – his neighbour scratched his head – ‘I don’t know, really. Because everybody else seemed to be joining, I suppose. It seemed the thing to do. Besides, you can’t let the old Hun get away with it, can you?’

‘He said my teeth were bad,’ Henny Cuthbert complained, his voice like the mournful neigh of a horse. ‘Anybody’d think I wanted to eat Germans, not shoot ’em. They say they’re going to interview every one of us individually to make sure they get the right type. Every one of us. It’s worse than applying for a new job.’

He edged uneasily away from Eph Lott, who was sitting next to him. Eph’s body was white up to the point where his collar fitted. There it became bright purple in a sharp-etched line, almost as though his head belonged to someone else and had got itself attached to Eph by mistake. As Henny moved away, Eph seemed to think he was making room for more customers and he hitched himself up too, so that Henny had to move again.

‘Bloke in there told me I was too fat,’ he said bitterly. ‘Me! Too fat! Anybody’d think they didn’t want me. They’ve only to say, and I’ll do a bunk quick as poss. They don’t realise what I’m giving up, to go and fight their bloody ’Uns for ’em.’ He turned to me. ‘How you doin’, mate?’

‘All right,’ I said.

‘Don’t stand no nonsense. They want you, y’know.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I know.’

By this time, in fact, I’d reached the stage when I’d have considered it a shameful humiliation to have been rejected, and I suffered agonies as the doctor examining my feet and legs seemed to hesitate.

‘Varicose veins?’ he asked.

‘No, never,’ I said.

‘Feet give you any trouble?’

‘No.’ I was beginning to wonder if he’d spotted something dreadful I wasn’t aware of.

‘You sure?’

‘Certain.’

‘What about that one?’ He pointed at my right big toe which I’d once broken playing football.

‘It’s all right.’

‘Funny shape, that’s all. Don’t like the look of it.’

He stared down at my foot, bending over to peer closer, and my eyes followed his anxiously.

‘I’ve never had any trouble, Doctor,’ I pointed out quickly. ‘And I do a lot of walking.’

He looked up at me and smiled. ‘Do a lot of walking, do you?’ he said. ‘Well, you’re going to do a lot more walking before you’re much older, young man. Very well, go through there.’

‘Am I all right?’

‘I wish I’d got a heart like yours.’

In a small room off the main hall, someone had chalked on a blackboard To Berlin Via the Corn Exchange and we thought it rather good. As we appeared, still a little sheepish and uncertain, a sergeant, with a ferocious moustache and South African ribbons on his chest, lined us up, shoving at us with gnarled hands. I noticed he looked rather elderly and not very bright, and that his nose had a deeper hue than perhaps it ought to have had. He looked like a Reservist who’d been called back to the Colours and just then, to me, he seemed the very symbol of authority and military skill.

‘All right,’ he said harshly. ‘Stop all this spitting and committing a nuisance. This here’s government property for the moment. Less ’issing, whistling and false laughter, and take them grins off yer faces.’

It was an old joke he’d probably trotted out dozens of times before, but we managed to laugh. He handed me a Bible and told me to hold it up so that two or three other men could put their hands on it at the same time. Eph Lott was with me, and Henny Cuthbert and Jack Barraclough.

‘We’re going to swear you lot in,’ the sergeant said. There was no emotion on his face, none of the deference we half expected as the saviours of mankind. To him we were just bodies about to be absorbed into the vast impersonal machine of the Army – and pretty uninteresting bodies at that. ‘Nothing to it,’ he went on, ‘jest keep yer ’ands on them there Bibles. Back in a tick.’

He opened a door, while we were left standing with our arms high in the air, all feeling a little foolish and over-dramatic.

‘Just think,’ Henny Cuthbert said, his long face alight. ‘In half an hour we’ll be in.’

But after what seemed ages the sergeant was still speaking to someone in the office beyond. They seemed to be discussing the weather.

‘They’ve forgot us,’ Eph Lott complained. ‘What’s that old fart up to? Leaving us standing ’ere like wet weekends? They want to remember we’re busy men.’

Eventually an officer appeared. Like the sergeant, he too was elderly and seemed bored by the whole business. He wore an old-fashioned uniform with a stand-up collar and a starched stock.

‘Take the Book in your right hands,’ he said. ‘Oh, you have done! Well done, Sergeant. That’s the stuff. Right, now say after me: I swear——’

‘I swear——’

‘—to serve His Majesty the King——’

‘—to serve His Majesty the King——’

‘—his heirs and successors … and the generals and officers set over me by His Majesty the King, his heirs and successors, so help me God!’

‘—So help me God!’

‘Now kiss the Book.’

We did as we were told and the officer disappeared without another word, and the sergeant collected the Bibles unemotionally and gave us each a bright new shilling and a strip of paper with a set of figures on it.

‘That’s your number,’ he said. ‘Don’t lose it and don’t bleedin’ well forget it.’

‘Are we in?’ Barraclough asked.

The sergeant nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘You can go now.’

‘Go?’ Henny’s face fell. ‘Where to?’

The sergeant shrugged. ‘’Ome,’ he said. ‘’Alifax. ’Ell. I’m not fussy.’

‘Don’t they want us?’

The sergeant pulled a face. ‘Not now they don’t,’ he said. ‘But they will, don’t fret. Now they’ve got you, they won’t let you go in a hurry. They’ll be in touch with you.’

It must have been late afternoon by the time I got back to the office. Sergeant Corker, the commissionaire, had gone, I noticed, from his little cubicle at the bottom of the stairs in the Editorial entrance, and I wondered suddenly if, complete with shiny red nose, large moustache and South African War ribbons, he too was engaged at that moment in swearing in groups of other eager young men elsewhere in the country.

In the Reporters’ Room, Frank Mason greeted me with a gleeful thumbs-up sign to indicate that he was through, but Hardacre, who was sitting at his desk, puffing furiously at a cigarette, merely gave me a heavy reproachful look.

‘Get through, Hardy?’ I asked him gaily, secure in the knowledge that I had got through.

For a while he said nothing and I could hear the machines’ monotonous scratchy ticking from below, and a telephone bell in one of the offices along the corridor, ringing with a harsh jangling sound as though it were shrill and angry at the lack of attention. Then Hardacre looked up and shook his head and I saw there were tears of disappointment in his eyes.

‘Some trouble with my feet,’ he said.

I suppose until a week before Hardacre had never dreamed of becoming a soldier. He was a humourless man whose spindly legs led us to call him ‘Four o’clock Feet’. He was married, with three children, and every year he sang like a lark in Handel’s Messiah at the City Hall, then pounded back to the office to write a criticism of himself. He’d got a chest like a barrel and walked miles in spite of his legs, to improve his lungs. He’d never struck me as a possible soldier, but in the prevailing excitement, here he was on the point of tears because he wasn’t one.

‘I’d worked it all out carefully,’ he said, with an air of bewilderment, as though he’d discovered someone cheating against him somewhere. ‘My nipper’s growing fast. He’s fourteen now and well able to do things about the house that I do. He could look after his mother. There was no excuse for me not joining up. And now they don’t damn’ well want me!’

‘Cheer up, Hardy,’ I said, trying to calm him down. ‘You’ll be here pushing a pen when the rest of us are pushing up the daisies.’

He turned away, avoiding me. ‘They didn’t want me,’ he said. ‘They said my feet weren’t quite up to scratch. Dicehart was the same.’

He turned back to the desk and started poking with a fretful indifference at the newspapers around him, pushing them away in little jerky frustrated movements until he’d cleared a space on the untidy desk in front of him. He made no effort to work, though, and sat staring at the cleared patch of desk with a haggard expression as though he’d lost all interest in life.

Lockwood Haddo was sitting at the Chief Reporter’s desk in Ashton’s place, and I saw him watching Hardacre with interest. Although he was only a bit older than I was, Locky was a dedicated journalist who’d worked in London for several years and come back north to be Ashton’s deputy. I loved Locky. He’d taught me all I knew and made me feel like an awkward colt most of the time with his air of knowledge, good sense and imperturbability. For ages on and off I’d been in love with his sister Helen.

Now he sat watching Hardacre with a wry sympathetic smile on his mouth, his lean, sensitive face half-turned towards the telephone receiver he held in his right hand.

‘Cheer up, Hardy,’ he said. ‘There’ll be plenty of others. We don’t all suffer from the same epic masculinity as this lot, thank God.’

‘I’m glad I’m in, anyway,’ Mason said loudly, and Locky glanced at him with a hint of reproach in his eyes that he could be so gleeful in front of the suffering Hardacre.

‘In your Homeric craving for martial glory,’ he pointed out, ‘has it ever occurred to you that soldiers in wartime are sometimes rather summarily done to death?’

It made me feel schoolboyish and naïve, and his air of tranquillity of spirit made me wonder if I’d been a little hysterical.

Frank was unperturbed, however, and Hardacre was beyond consolation. He slung the evening paper across to me, and jabbed a long flat finger at a paragraph on the main news page under a thirty-point head.

‘They’ve estimated they’ll be under strength,’ he said, bitterly. ‘They’re reckoning on thirty per cent of those who signed not being completely A.1. That’s me. Not completely A.1. My God!’

I picked up the paper. There was an interview by old FitzJimmy there, jammed into the left-hand column.

We consider, he’d said, that, with the men we have to choose from, it is pointless selecting any but the very best – and I mean the very best in intelligence, physique and bearing. Doubtless there’ll be a chance for those whom we have rejected to serve in other capacities and other battalions, but this battalion is to represent this city and it must have only the very best material in every possible way.

I felt flattered that I’d been included, but I knew what it meant to Hardacre. He had to face the fact for the rest of his life that he was only second-best and perhaps not even that.

It was while I was putting the paper down, still wondering what to say to him that might make it a little easier to bear, that the door slammed open, swinging back with a crash against the desk, and young Murray burst in.

He was only seventeen, the youngest in the office and the one who got all the dirty uninteresting jobs to do, all the waiting in the rain, and all the church and chapel paragraphs. I’d last seen him arguing the toss on the Town Hall steps with an adamant police sergeant who was trying to send him home, almost weeping as he insisted to his disbelieving audience that he was old enough to join, his smooth rosy face indignant; his eyes alight with a sort of wild despair.

He snatched his hat from its peg and swung round to face us.

‘They’ve got room for a few more,’ he shouted gaily. ‘They’ve slung out a few old duffers with knock-knees and squint-eyes and they’ll be under strength. I’ll manage it after all. That bloody policeman’s gone off duty now. We’re in, Meredith, we’re in!’

He crammed his hat on his head and disappeared in the direction of the stairs, whooping wildly, and as the door slammed after him Locky looked up at Hardacre again.

‘Old duffer,’ Hardacre mourned. ‘Knock-knees! My God!’

His voice was thin and his long face was sharp with bitterness in the sunshine that was streaming through the high glass windows that ran down one side of the Editorial Room.

‘There’ll be plenty of time, Hardy,’ I said. ‘There’ll be other battalions.’

‘Other battalions aren’t this one. This one was special.’

Locky put down the telephone and reached for a sheet of paper.

‘It’ll be weeks before the office recovers from this damned war,’ he sighed. ‘Only God and Sir Edward Grey realise the damage the Germans have done.’
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It had been an extraordinary summer, that summer of 1914, a summer I remembered with an unbearable nostalgia for years. There was no real rain from March onwards and the scorching sun brought on the plums, and the plums brought out the wasps, so that they found their way even into the office windows in the city centre, buzzing maddeningly against the glass in places where you didn’t ever expect to find wasps. I remember it as if it were yesterday, morning after morning after morning of it, when even the drab Post rooms were full of dusty gold and the summer hum of insects.

For weeks before the war started I’d been subbing half-baked scare stories from the agencies of German bands concealing weapons in their instruments, and German waiters spying on gunsites and army installations around London in readiness for the invasion of England they’d been talking of for years.

There were a lot of Germans in the country in those days, working in the hotels and pork shops, singing Schubert on the music-hall stages and sweating in their little round hats in the parks and through the dusty streets with their brass bands. Many of them had even married English girls and settled down, and their relatives were always over to visit them. We had quite a few of them in the city. Some of them had been in England for generations.

Schemingers, for instance, the chemists in the High Street; Singer and Greene, who’d been Sänger and Gruhn only a few years before; Stahler, the German-Swiss who kept the Post office supplied with trays of tea. Nobody had noticed them until a few weeks before, then as the events on the Continent had blown up into a crisis old Singer had suddenly found it advisable to retire to Bournemouth and leave the business to Greene, who at least spoke King’s English, and hadn’t a houseful of blond bullet-headed children; and John Schafer, the owner of the big food store in the High Street, a man who’d lived all his life in England and couldn’t speak any other language, a man who’d given a fortune to the city in the form of art galleries and parks and property of various sorts, was booed in the street. It seems like prehistory now, as far away as the ancient Greeks, but it was all very real and exciting then.

I hadn’t taken much notice when Franz Ferdinand and his wife were murdered in Sarajevo. No hint of the desperateness of the crisis seemed to leak into the papers. Ireland was much nearer and far more turbulent, and assassination was an occupational hazard for middle-European monarchies. Besides, what’s a Crown Prince or two to a young man sighing like a furnace over a girl, or absorbed with sport? You know how it is.

Yorkshire’s position in the county-cricket table was a matter of great moment that summer, and I’d been occupied with Locky Haddo’s sister, Helen, for some time. We’d all met her first at an office party and she’d bowled me – and Frank Mason – clean over for a week or two. Since then, when Frank wasn’t claiming her, I’d seen her on and off, playing tennis, going to the cinema, walking on the moors, but never getting very far with her. She was young, too lively and forthright to be dazzled, and not given to the kind of talk most girls favoured. But whenever I felt I was making headway with her, she’d turn to Frank, and the next trips we made together always seemed to end in arguments, with Helen laughing at me and me hating her like hell – till next time. She was small, fair, pretty enough to take your breath away, alert minded like Locky and with the same sharp sense of humour.

For the most part Locky ignored us, or behaved like a cynical elder brother, never referring to Helen when I saw him at the office. His father was a doctor with a surgery on the Common and they never seemed to be short of money, which didn’t make it any easier for me, because my parents were dead and I was in digs and never had any money in my pocket. Things were cheap of course. Good cigarettes were ten for threepence and a suit cost you thirty bob. But I always felt a bit like a poor relation, for, if prices were low, wages weren’t so high either, and Frank Mason lived at home and had far more to spend than I had.

The night the war started we were all there in the office, and I remember hearing the tick-tick-tick of the machines up the air shaft next door, and the shouts for messengers or for tea from the sub-editors.

Ashton, the Chief Reporter, was at the telephone, sitting at the end of the room at a desk with a frosted-glass screen round the front to give him privacy – a pink, round-faced man with pince-nez glasses who looked like Mr Pickwick on his trip to Ipswich. He was a man of precise and exacting demands, inclined to get harassed under pressure. He hated ticking anyone off, and, instead, he just used to look at you when he was angry, his face wearing a hurt empty look that had the effect of making you feel as if you’d struck him. He leaned heavily on Locky Haddo, who at that moment was sitting opposite him, busy with the engagements diary, his lean face absorbed as he wrote.

Frank Mason was reading the paper, his hat on the back of his head; Hardacre, his face long and cadaverous, was gloomily shoving with one hand at a plate of sardines on toast, on a tray that had been brought in for him from Stahlers’, while he wrote some copy with the other; Sainsbury, George Dicehart, from the Sports Department, and Arnold Holroyd were arguing about cricket with Barraclough, in from the Machine Room with a query. Only young Murray was missing, out somewhere in the loveliness of the evening, on the sort of unimportant query they always reserved for beginners like him.

The city wasn’t as big then as it is now, but it was expanding rapidly and even if we didn’t think much of the possibility of war, the authorities at the Admiralty had had it well in mind for years and there was a great demand for guns for Jackie Fisher’s new Navy. The steelworks along Cotterside Common were working overtime, and had been for years, lighting the sky with their devilish colours all the way along the valley from the Dower Arches to Eccleston. They’d run trams out to Greenedge that spring and had just started a bus service to Ambleside, and the little streets of flat-fronted houses that were spoiling Cotterside were filling every scrap of open land round the chimneys and furnaces with their narrow-gutted ugliness, and every breath of fresh air that was left when the steelworks had finished with it with their streams of smoke.

There was never much to recommend the city from the point of view of classic beauty. Smoke has a habit of clouding the vision as well as darkening the stone and sooting up the windows. It was just a place where guns were made and vast quantities of armour plate were churned out, where steel ingots, bars and strips were despatched through the sooty streets to other brighter cities that turned them into machinery.

We had the finest smoke and grime in the north, the longest straightest narrowest streets of small houses in Yorkshire. They stood in acres, growing more crowded every day, surrounding the vast high-sided works where row on row of huge chimneys belched out multi-coloured smoke. Every road had its quota of pubs where steelworkers – scorched-cheeked, white-mufflered, blue-spectacled – went in all their off-shift hours to replace in beer the sweat they lost before the furnaces. Ours was a city of dark caverns lit with hellish lights, a city where the fresh green grass was always smutted by the smoke two weeks after spring came. It was a city of noise, of great steam-hammers and dark rolling-mills and clanking trainloads of rattling steel bars; of sturdy, stout-hearted people with worn faces lined with years of trying to keep their homes and their children clean in surroundings which made it much easier to be dirty.

Nothing on God’s earth could ever make the place beautiful. Like its people, it was as forbidding as its numberless Methodist churches and Baptist chapels. Square, sombre, touched with grime, and depressing, but still oddly enduring.

There wasn’t much to do that night, I remember. Most of what was going into the paper was coming in from Exchange Telegraph and the other agencies, and only the subs seemed to be busy. I remember the Deputy Chief Sub, who was in charge, had taken his collar off because of the heat and it lay on the desk beside him, still with his tie in it, stiff and shining and cold-looking, a bit like a disapproving snake. The rest of us were only pretending to work, smoking and waiting for things to happen, our minds too busy with national events to be concerned with local ones.

I was reading the Evening Clarion. Officially, I was looking for district carry-over stories for the morning paper, but I was chiefly engaged in reading the war news. It had grown worse since Bank Holiday. Germany had stopped her noisy demand for a free passage for her armies through Belgium and had plunged ahead and invaded. Her columns were already on the borders of France. The headlines hit you in the eye like the announcement of a Second Coming:

CONTINENT PLUNGED INTO WAR. GERMANS INVADE. BRITISH CABINET DECIDES TO SUPPORT FRANCE.

In the next column, however, there was something that made you breathe easier. There, the world crisis had been reduced to local proportions. BLOW TO CITY, the headlines said. CONTINENTAL TRADE PARALYSED. BLACK OUTLOOK. In spite of the crowds round the food shops, it made you feel it wasn’t going to be any worse than a strike or a slump. And in between the announcements that the British Army was being mobilised, and the information from Sir Edward Grey that ‘we could not stand aside’, was Jack Hobbs’ 226 for Surrey at the Oval and the cheering news that at Old Trafford the traditional enemy, Lancashire, had collapsed and Yorkshire were heading for their ninth successive victory.

I’d often wondered what I’d do if it came to a showdown, but I’d never thought seriously about it because I’d never really felt it would ever come to a war. Even now, what fear I felt was overlaid by an immense strange excitement. It was a new feeling, this imminence of war. We’d none of us in the office ever known it before. Most of us could only just remember the Boer War. We’d seen troops leave the city for South Africa, but not many; because the Boer War, by comparison with what was hovering over us at that moment, was a colonial skirmish or a Saturday-afternoon sporting event. But now, here we were, with something bigger and closer to home looming out of the shadows and likely to affect us all, something that reached out and personally touched London and Berlin and Paris and Brussels and St Petersburg in Russia, and had already snatched away with a startling immediacy what few troops were garrisoned in the city.

The Territorial camps had been cancelled to keep the men on hand and youngsters were slipping away from their families to get their names down before they were discovered. Men were being moved urgently about the country in vast numbers, sailors to Scapa Flow, soldiers to the cross-Channel ports, recruits to the camps round Salisbury and Aldershot, and the railways were jammed with unexpected traffic.

On the Continent travellers were rushing home, and in Berlin, where they were still cheering the regiments off to the front, old soldiers shouting ‘Nach Paris’ and ‘Nach Petersburg’ were toasting ‘Der Tag’ and singing ‘The Watch on the Rhine’ and ‘Deutschland über Alles’, and ‘Was Bläsen der Trompeten?’. The Unter Den Linden was full of barked orders and stiff phalanxes of spiked-helmeted men, in field grey now instead of the parade-ground Prussian blue, all kicking their feet up in a goosestep that seemed foreign and difficult and faintly ridiculous to British eyes.

All day people had been out of their offices and shops, talking and staring blank-eyed at newspapers. The Government had long since sent an ultimatum to Berlin requesting that the German Army should evacuate Belgium by midnight, but, according to the Clarion, the Germans were ignoring it and continuing to pour forward. It was no wonder nobody could settle down to work.

For a long time nobody spoke, then Mason shut his paper with a clash of stiff new sheets and we all looked up.

‘Sir Edward Grey,’ he said, and he sounded faintly aggrieved, ‘should have made our position clear, then the Germans wouldn’t have dared to move. They don’t want to fight us any more than we want to fight them. That’s obvious, so it’s all a bit barmy when you think about it.’

Nobody said anything, chiefly because we agreed with him. Hardacre went on picking drably at his sardines, and Arnold Holroyd and Dicehart and Sainsbury had stopped the argument on cricket they’d been having. Ashton was holding the telephone receiver to his ear, not speaking, his attention on Mason. The sound of the machines below came up, noisily insistent, jarring against the brain, a thin scratchy clicking that seemed to go with Hardacre’s wilting sardines and the smell of dust that always pervaded the old building.

‘I think it’s nothing but a swizz.’ Mason folded up the paper with a methodical slowness, as though he were busy thinking of other things and the paper was only something to keep his hands occupied. ‘It’s a put-up job. The big steel combines started it to get everyone to spend money on arms. It’s the giddy limit. That’s what it is. Nobody wants it.’

‘The French do,’ Dicehart commented. ‘They’re itching to get back at the Prussians for 1870.’

Hardacre looked up and gestured with one of Stahlers’ knives. ‘They say that when the banks reopen they’re not going to issue any more sovereigns,’ he said slowly. ‘They’re going to issue notes. One pound and ten bob.’

‘What’s that got to do with it, old fruit?’ Mason asked, annoyed at having his diatribe interrupted.

Hardacre shrugged. ‘Well, it’s all part of the scene,’ he said lamely. ‘It just shows they’re scared, that’s all.’

‘How?’

‘Well, they’re hanging on to all the gold reserves, aren’t they?’

‘They’re not going to fight with coinage.’ Mason was a complete extrovert and never thought much beyond the next girl and the next new tie. ‘“Dear Frau Hoffenstinkel,”’ he went on with galling sarcasm, ‘“I regret to inform you that your son, Hans, has died gloriously in battle. He fell at the head of his troops today, with a half-sovereign smack between the eyes.”’

Dicehart laughed and Hardacre began to lose his temper. He was busy with a bath bun which had come with the pot of tea and the sardines from Stahlers’, and you could see the perspiration along his upper lip as he cut at it in a furious sawing movement. ‘It’s nothing to do with that,’ he snapped. ‘It just shows it’s going to be an economic war. That’s all.’

Locky slowly raised his head from the diary. ‘Anybody’d think you lot were eager for a war,’ he commented in that grave mocking manner of his.

‘Can’t say I’d mind.’ Arnold Holroyd spoke cheerfully over his shoulder, his pink face round and cheerful. ‘Somebody’s got to teach the swine a lesson, haven’t they?’

‘You’d soon change your tune if they called you up.’

Mason grinned. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It’d make a change from reporting.’

Locky stared at him. He was just working up to one of those scathing retorts he was so good at when the Editor appeared. The door slammed back, and he walked straight through to Ashton without looking round. The Chief Sub was with him, dressed in evening clothes as though he’d been called away from a dinner party, and his face was pale and taut and there was a nerve twitching under his eye. Ashton rose at once and stood waiting for them, one hand on his blotter.

‘We’re only a few hours from war,’ I heard the Editor say. He seemed to draw in a deep breath, then he faced Ashton, his fingers fidgeting nervously with the edge of the desk. ‘The ultimatum’s due to expire at midnight. There isn’t a ghost of a chance now that it won’t be allowed to.’

The office seemed to petrify. Ashton stared at the Editor without speaking. Hardacre, leaning forward across the desk, pretended to be absorbed with his bath bun. Mason was staring at the folded newspaper in front of him, his face suddenly grim, his eyes flickering towards the group by the desk. Locky still had one hand reaching across the diary for a slip of paper. Sainsbury, Dicehart and Arnold Holroyd were in a huddle, pretending to be discussing something again, but their ears were flapping like signal flags.

Then Mason smiled slowly and gave me a thumbs-up sign across the desk, and I saw that all the faces around me had relaxed and were suddenly free from strain. After all the days of doubt and fading hope, the certainty of war had brought a kind of peace. Our problem was gone. It was no longer a question of ‘Will we?’ or ‘Won’t we?’ Now it was only: ‘Well, it’s here. Let’s get on with it.’

The Editor turned and faced us, as though about to make a proclamation, and we all lifted our heads and stared at him with dutiful expectancy.

‘It’s war,’ he announced dramatically.

‘Thank God,’ Mason said at once. ‘This ought to teach the Kaiser to mind his own damned biz, if nothing else. If he wants a scrap, maybe a few belts of the best from us’ll make him change his mind.’

Someone chuckled and before we knew where we were, we were all laughing and cheering Mason’s defiance, and even the Editor started to smile. The subs stopped work and joined in, and a few of the people from the offices along the corridor crowded through the door. They grouped themselves among the desks and started talking noisily, all excited and keen and uncertain about what would happen next.

We were all like that, all bristling with eagerness and the sensation of being on the brink of glory, when young Murray burst in. He was in a tearing hurry as he always was, faintly indignant as usual, falling over his own feet and making as much din as ever, and his first words stopped the laughter and brought home abruptly to us that war wasn’t all flags and banners and cheering, but something else that included hatred and ugliness and fear.

‘The crowd’s throwing bricks through Schafers’ window,’ he shouted.

And that’s how it started for us all. A few taut words from the Editor, a few cheers and a lot of laughter, and bricks through Schafers’ window. And now, here we all were, in the Army, a little startled and scared by our own boldness and wondering what the hell was in store for us.

We’d signed on for three years or the duration of the war, and we weren’t Militia or Territorials, but Regular soldiers – in a brand-new unit, the 12th (University and City) Special Service Battalion of the two-counties regiment that had been garrisoned in the city since the Crimea.

They’d given us our shilling and sworn us in and now here we were, all sitting around on our behinds waiting for a summons to report for duty that didn’t seem to come, all trying to behave normally and trying not to think of the future – because none of us could see any future beyond the Army.

It wasn’t easy waiting, because everybody else seemed to be busy. Stories filtered north of heavy gunfire being heard off Southend and of a naval action off Kent; but while British ships were being sunk, and the Army began to fight back in France, my sole contribution to the war effort was a hashed-up story of the Angel of Mons.

The city went on much as before. Although people were still hiding everything German they possessed, and disowning indignant German relatives as hard as they could go, the Messiah, which should have been put on at the City Hall when war broke out and had been cancelled because someone had suggested Handel was a Hun like Mendelssöhn and Wagner and the rest, was reannounced with the reassuring news that Handel was a jolly good type after all, because he’d given up his German friends and preferred to live in England.

The management of Ross and McCall’s Empire billed a patriotic concert, and newsagents were offering on the streets The End of the Kaiser, Predicted in Brother Johannes’ 300-year-old prophecy of the war, price one penny. Every church and chapel from Cotterside to Greenedge began to announce sermons on thundering Old Testament texts, Whoso Diggeth a Pit Shall Fall Therein and Whoso Sheddeth a Man’s Blood, by Man shall His Blood be Shed. There were plenty for them to go at, once they started looking.

Advertisements for foot-plasters for soldiers, and blast-proof earplugs for civilians in danger of bombardment, began to dot the papers, and notices appeared on the main news pages of the Post suggesting that anyone who might wish to enlist in the Yorkshire Dragoons or the Royal Engineers would be made very welcome if he cared to call at the Drill Hall. The Weekly News, the Sunday paper attached to the Post and the Clarion, announced a new serial, The English Girl, which was a hurried re-write of one which had appeared during the Boer War, only now the enemy were Uhlans instead of Boer vedettes, and to accompany it the Artists’ Department had turned out a very smart picture of a girl in a summer frock and picture hat, her arms held rigidly behind her by two German soldiers so that her bust stuck out. Her frock was torn discreetly at the shoulder, which was about as far as you could go in those days towards being suggestive.

Photographs of people who’d joined the Army appeared on the picture pages, and Mason and I and Sainsbury and Arnold Holroyd were snapped on the front steps of the office and emerged among the main news as ‘Post’ Men in the City Battalion. I have it yet, yellow and dog-eared, four self-conscious young men in a theatrical pose which is heightened by the fact that the cameraman was on the bottom step and we were on the top, four young men in narrow trousers and light-coloured boots and tall stiff collars, me in a felt hat with a broad silk band, Holroyd in a natty sporting cap that almost drowned him, Mason in a furry Homburg that drew sardonic comments from everybody in the office.

All the same, we were pleased with the picture for there were plenty of witless idiots about with white feathers and insinuations of cowardice, and it let people know we’d taken the plunge.

The girls round the office suddenly took a new interest in us, and Frank Mason vanished more often to the dark corners behind the files in the photo library. Suddenly we’d become privileged persons, and people found they wanted to stop and congratulate us and buy us drinks.

Somehow, the simple act of enlisting had become a crusade. The new battalion had become a squadron of young Galahads in shining armour, itching to get at the Hun. The words they used to describe us! Steel-true! Blade-straight! True-blue! We weren’t very far from the turn of the century and the Victorians were still in full cry.

We were all rather naïve in those days and thought that the British Empire was God’s gift to the world. We’d convinced ourselves that the whole structure of civilisation would fall to pieces if someone destroyed the Empire, and we felt the Germans were attempting to do just that.

‘After all,’ Frank Mason said, ‘nobody believes all that cock about atrocities they’re trying to give us. But the Huns are such a bloody dull lot with their Kaiser Bill and their “hochs” and their Nibelungs and Siegfrieds and so on. I once heard Wagner at the City Hall. It made me feel ill. Anybody can see they need a bit of sorting out.’

So there we were, about to take up arms against Prussianism and militarism. Our King and Our Country needed us; and the ‘brav’ Belges’ and all those men of the Contemptible Little Army who were slowly sinking into the ground in Belgium were crying out to us to hurry. Jingoism and Kipling had suddenly become very popular again.

But if the emotion increased, there was little sign of any anxiety on the part of the authorities to let us get on with the job.

The Post was full of belated stories of fire and sword in Belgium, of the great German advance and the giant 42-centimetre Austrian siege guns that had smashed Belgian forts to bricks and rubble. Art treasures had been systematically destroyed, the agencies said, and the Germans were cutting off the ears and hands of children for sport and shooting old men and women out of hand. German officers were said to have raped women held down by helpful private soldiers on the cobblestones of the public squares in towns on the Meuse, and their troops, stupefied with brandy to enable them to face the crackling fire of the French 75s, were being slaughtered in thousands as they advanced – arm-in-arm to hold themselves upright. Their officers, in jack-boots and spiked helmets, were well to the rear, of course, driving their men before them, not leading them from in front as they did in the French and British armies.

History was being made while we went on waiting.

Much to our bitter annoyance, those men who’d got into the Army before us were already in camp and some of them were even in uniform. The Territorials, who’d been regarded with a certain amount of ribald merriment as Saturday-afternoon soldiers who could form fours, turn left and right and stand to attention and not much else, had overnight become the Thin Red Line, Up Guards and At ’Em and Gentlemen Rankers Out on the Spree.

Then young Magnus, the copytaker, appeared in the office, cocky in all ill-fitting new uniform with a high collar that looked as though it was throttling him, and Murray and Sainsbury almost died of envy.

‘My God,’ Sainsbury said. ‘If they keep us hanging about any longer the blasted war’ll be over. The Russians are on their way to France already.’

‘Who says?’ Locky asked, imperturbable as ever and quite unmoved by the hysteria.

‘They’ve been seen on the stations,’ Sainsbury said.

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Well, that’s the story. They’ve even seen the snow on their boots.’

‘In this weather?’

‘Well’ – Sainsbury began to hedge a little – ‘whether they have or not, it’s time somebody got a move on. I thought they wanted us to set about the Germans. They made enough fuss about it. “Your King and Country Need You”. “Kitchener expects this day that every man will do his blasted duty”. That nonsense. Well, I’m waiting to be needed. I’m anxious to do my duty. And what happens? They tell me to sit back as meek as Moses and hang on till someone in Whitehall finishes his holiday or something. Well, blow ’em. I’m not going to.’

And he went off and joined another unit that was willing to take him at once, and he vanished overnight without calling in to say goodbye. We never saw him again.

‘I wish I’d joined the Navy,’ young Murray said, staring glumly at a sheet of paper and pencil, no more capable of doing any intelligent work than flying to the moon.

At the barracks, queues of men were still shuffling forward, and self-conscious little parties were marching away daily en route for some regimental depot, cheered by the kids all the way to the station. Smart young officers appeared in the pubs, a little excited and flushed, and horse-drawn service waggons took their place among the cabs and drays and tramcars and buses in the streets.

There were always two or three sheepish Territorials nowadays to give weight to the recruiting sergeant’s words and sash and King’s Shilling, and a flood of martial music to ruffle the hair, stir the blood and disturb the conscience.

Patriotic summonses came from the Town Hall steps and the plinths of the sooty statues in the parks. Even the women were at it, all those women who’d been concerned only with suffrage and the equality of the sexes up to a week or two before. And all the old thunderers from the City Council, reaching out gleefully for all the new and ringing phrases that had appeared in the papers.

Words like Entente Cordiale, Our Noble Allies, and Prussian Militarists came to their lips as though they’d spent all their lives thinking about the situation, instead of having had it sprung on them overnight like the rest of us. Entente Cordiale? ‘Our lot’ to everybody else. Noble Allies? ‘Froggies’ was good enough for most of us. Prussian Militarists? ‘Kaiser Bill’ to the troops. What they didn’t realise, all those pretentious old windbags with their mutton-chop whiskers and frock coats and scarlet-lined top hats, what none of us realised, was that it was a young man’s world all of a sudden. The old world that they were used to, all the pompous Victoriana that never split an infinitive or ended with a preposition, was over and done with for ever.

When the summons arrived at last, it was just a formal typewritten cyclostyled request to appear at the Edward Road Drill Hall at 8 a.m. the following morning. Nothing more. No instructions about what clothes to take. No words redolent of glory or ringing with martial ardour. Just a simple blunt little sentence that had the effect of leaving you filled with disappointment.

Murray almost fell into the office that morning. ‘Thank God we can go now and wipe the swine off the face of Europe,’ he said sternly, every inch the ardent warrior.

‘Have you told your mother yet?’ I asked, and his face fell at once. Murray’s mother was a fussy little woman with pince-nez spectacles and a shrill voice who had a habit of registering complaints to the Editor whenever she thought her son was being overworked. Murray was a little sensitive about her.

‘Not likely,’ he said. ‘She’d have me out like a shot.’

‘When are you going to?’

His face grew longer. ‘I don’t know,’ he said gloomily. ‘I’m not quite sure how to set about it. She’ll kick up such a fuss.’

I said goodbye to Mrs Julius the next morning – not because I was fond of her, but simply because I didn’t expect to be back – and she surprised me with the emotional scene she worked up. She called in the neighbours and announced that ‘her second son’ was now going after ‘her first son’. Willie Julius had been a compositor on the Post until he’d got a job on a London daily and he was in one of the Territorial regiments down there. He was a corporal now and a devil for drill, though he’d once told me he only joined for the money and because the uniform fetched the girls in hordes. He was camped out on some racecourse in the south and was apparently thoroughly enjoying himself.

Saying goodbye to Mrs Julius took the best part of half an hour. For once, she’d got up ahead of me, and she’d cooked me a breakfast big enough for a navvy, clearly convinced that from that moment on I was unlikely to get a square meal until the Army discharged me at the end of the war.

I’d packed a small case with my shaving things, debating for some time whether to include pyjamas. I wasn’t at all sure that soldiers wore pyjamas and the letter hadn’t been very helpful. Somehow, I felt that soldiers slept in their shirts and I had no desire to appear different, and in the end I came to an arrangement whereby I would write to Mrs Julius and she would send them along to me if it didn’t seem wrong to wear them.

By the time I’d finished the meal she’d worked herself up to a frenzy of excitement, and was rushing round the house collecting everything she thought I might need – sandwiches, books to read, a piece of home-made fruit cake – and was occupied in wrapping and re-wrapping them for me to carry in my pocket. It was like going for a new job or on holiday.

I finally got away ten minutes later than I expected and missed the tram, and found myself standing on the corner of Morrelly Street, thankful at last to be out of sight of the waving, weeping Mrs Julius, doubtful as to my future, and clutching a case and an enormous parcel of food. For a long time I tried to stuff the parcel into the pocket of my jacket, then into the case, and finally, in despair, I threw it over the wall into Henny Cuthbert’s front garden.
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